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Early Christians liked to picture 
Jesus as the Good Shepherd, 

a perfect embodiment of the 
protective, caring community. 


Introduction 


THE EXPECTED 


he death of Jesus was not an end but a begin- 
ning. A band of Jews, believers in a Messiah 
who would ultimately be rejected even by their 
own nation, a group scorned as a superstitious rabble 
by cultured Greeks and Romans, began to spread a 
strange and distinctive message: Almost reflexively, 
the immense power of the Roman Empire set itself 
against the growing sect, and within a short time just 
to be a Christian had become a capital offense. Erratic 
but often ferocious persecutions buffeted the move- 
ment, forcing its members to defend themselves both 
in their way of life and in their literature. As Chris- 
tianity expanded, it survived slander, hatred, and 
interna] dissensions to gain power and respectability, 
and after some 300 years it even won control of its 
onetime enemy, the Roman Empire. 

The triumph of Christianity brought with it an 
awareness that a new, or modern, world distinct from 
the ancient world had come into being. The very term 


MESSIAH 


People everywhere sensed that an era was ending 
and a messianic king might be arriving any day. Jesus was one 
of the many candidates, but his death seemed 
to doom the movement that had grown up around him. 
News of his Resurrection changed everything. 


modern comes from the writings of the sixth-century 
Christian statesman Cassiodorus. Christianity was to 
represent not only a break with the past but a means 
of transmitting the Greco-Roman heritage to later 
generations. The preservation of pagan civilization 
can also be counted as a Christian triumph. 

The mystery remains: Why did the curtain rise on 
this drama just as Jesus met his end on a cross in Jeru- 
salem? Historians debate the exact course of events in 
the crucial weeks after his death, but there is no doubt 
that as the story “After Jesus” begins, his disciples 
have been changed by their experiences—changed 
miraculously, they believe—and are ready to carry on 
Jesus’ mission. One might imagine that since Jesus 
had provoked so much opposition and had been cru- 
cified, his disciples might have left his person in the 
background and put the emphasis only on his teach- 
ings. On the contrary, they stressed Jesus himself as 
the long-prophesied Messiah. 


Most Jews thought about the coming Messiah in 
glorious terms. He would be a great king like his 
ancestor David. He would overthrow oppression, 
destroy idolatry, establish justice, and bring peace. In 
place of such great expectations the disciples pro- 
claimed that a small-town carpenter, crucified by the 
Roman governor, was the Messiah. 

To speak of the Messiah and crucifixion in the same 
breath seemed a contradiction—scandalous, foolish. 
It is often hard for present-day people, after the cross 
has been glorified for so many centuries, to imagine 
the disgrace linked with crucifixion during Roman 
times. For the ancients, the word itself carried not a 
single positive connotation. It implied that the cruci- 
fied person was one who had so offended the much 
admired laws of Rome as to deserve the most severe 
and demeaning punishment. Such a person could 
hardly be a savior. 

Early Christians met these objections by asserting 
that God had shown Jesus to be the Messiah (or, in 
New Testament terms, the Christ) by the very act of 
raising him from the dead. Indeed, the idea of a cruci- 
fied Messiah was such an astonishing reality that it 
overturned many of the religious doctrines and expec- 
tations they had formerly held. Centuries were to 
pass, however, before Christians felt at ease represent- 
ing Jesus on the cross pictorially. In the early days 
they embraced more positive images of him, such as 
the Good Shepherd bearing a lamb on his shoulders. 


A kaleidoscope of images 
Jesus left behind not a single word of his own writing. 
He was known only through traditions based on the 
disciples’ memories. Yet the faith he elicited in those 
disciples set off an explosion of creative reflection 
about God’s purposes and Jesus’ role within them. 
That explosion rumbled through the centuries dis- 
cussed in this book and indeed reverberates today. 
The image of Jesus passes through kaleidoscopic 
transformations as one follows the developments of 


Christian thought through the ages. Controversies, 
schisms, even violent confrontations, have raged over 
the nature of Christ. Given the crucial importance 
placed on the person of the Christ and the indirect 
character of all knowledge of him, it is difficult to 
see how things could have been different. Generation 
after generation of believers looked back to the great 
figure of Jesus and saw him through the lens of the 
particular concerns of their time. 

The New Testament shows that divergent under- 
standings of Jesus go back to the time of his own 
ministry. Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do men say 
that I am?” They responded with seemingly wild 
speculation that he might be Elijah or John the Baptist 
risen from the dead. As recorded in Mark 8:31, Simon 
Peter spoke for the disciples in saying to Jesus, “You 
are the Christ.” But Jesus himself went immediately 
beyond that confession by foretelling his impending 
sufferings and death. 

During the first decades after Jesus’ ministry, the 
memories of his teachings, healings, and way of life 
had to be integrated into the knowledge of his death 
and Resurrection. Those who followed “in Jesus’ 
footsteps” remembered his life, interpreted those 
memories in the light of the Scriptures, and applied 
the result to their own lives. All were confident that 
Christ had opened a new way of salvation, but some 
drew more radical conclusions than others. Men such 
as Stephen, described in Acts as “full of grace and 
power,” stirred up anger by proclaiming that Jesus 
had made the Temple in Jerusalem and all of its sacri- 
fices obsolete. Stephen’s interpretation of Jesus was 
explosive because it profoundly challenged the Law of 
Moses and thereby set the theme for the first great 
controversy about the meaning of Jesus. Stephen’s 
declarations also led to his own martyrdom and to the 
persecution of his like-minded brethren. 

Was Jesus the Messiah who confirmed Mosaic Law 
and empowered his disciples to fulfill those ancient 
commandments, or did he offer forgiveness and sal- 


vation apart from the Law, Temple sacrifices, and cir- 
cumcision, offering them to Jews and non-Jews alike? 
Profoundly different futures opened before the new 
faith, depending on the answers to those questions. 

Ironically it was a strict Pharisee named Paul who 
became the advocate for Stephen’s vision, as the new 
faith spread from Jerusalem to such great cities as 
Rome and Antioch. Paul powerfully portrayed the 
image of Christ on the cross as God’s own sacrifice 
for sin, a sacrifice to benefit all humanity, apart from 
the Law of Moses. Remembering Christ’s death in the 
joyful and serious celebration of the Lord’s Supper be- 
came the centerpiece of Christian worship. 

Paul’s letters show, however, that throughout his 
life equally fervent Christians presented the opposing 
vision of a Christ who brings salvation to the Gentiles 
by teaching them to observe the Law of Moses, in- 
cluding its commandment of circumcision. His letters 
also reflect that some Christians found his stress on 
the Crucifixion uninspiring at best. They advocated a 
vision of Jesus that emphasized not his disgraceful ex- 
ecution but his miraculous powers, powers that they 
claimed to continue manifesting. Yet other early 
Christians stressed not so much Jesus’ miracles or his 
Crucifixion as his prophetic teaching and challenge to 
live a self-sacrificing way of life. 


Integrating the images 

Many in the following generation of “heirs of Jesus 
Christ” sought to integrate these diverse images of 
Jesus. Each of the four Gospels is an in-depth presen- 
tation of the treasured traditions. Some questions that 
confounded the preceding generation have been set- 
tled. Others, such as the growing break between 
Christianity and Judaism, are reflected in all of the 
Gospels. All the Gospels also treat the Passion in 
greater detail than any other part of his story. And 
yet, despite their common elements, each Gospel 
offers a unique vision of Jesus. Each evangelist has 
told the story in a way that interprets it for the needs 


of his particular community of believers. No one of 
the Gospels can be substituted for another. 

As the church early in the second century stepped 
farther out onto the world stage and began “defend- 
ing the faith” before a wider audience, new images of 
Jesus came into use. The apologist Justin Martyr tried 
to link the gospel to the philosophical movements of 
his time by speaking of Christ as a preexistent Logos 
(“Word,” or “Reason”) that had spoken at times 
through such philosophers as Socrates but had be- 
come incarnate only in Jesus. In this light, Christianity 
was the only truly rational belief. 

Other teachers pushed far beyond the bounds of 
traditional belief. The reformer Marcion saw in Jesus 
the emissary of a previously unknown God, wholly 
different from the God of the Old Testament. Gnostic 
teachers developed elaborate mythologies in which 
Jesus was the final emanation of a distant, unreachable 
Divinity and the revealer of mystic knowledge. A 
new image of Christ, manifested in newly created se- 
cret gospels, was for them the vehicle to express a 
profound sense of alienation from the world that 
many felt in the second and third centuries. More tra- 
ditional Chnstian authors defended the four canonical 
Gospels and the Christian belief in the God of the Old 
Testament as the Father of Jesus Christ. 

As the church grew to be a major force in the em- 
pire, Christians strove to clarify their image of Christ. 
Some saw him as a man adopted by God as his son. 
Others saw him as a manifestation of God himself. 
Followers of an influential theologian named Arius 
believed that Jesus was the first and noblest creature of 
God, supreme above all creations but a creature none- 
theless. Against this view, Bishop Athanasius and his 
followers insisted on the seemingly impossible para- 
dox that Christ was fully God and fully man. The 
variations on these images seemed endless. 

The evolving structure of the church raised the 
stakes and intensity of the debate. The church had sur- 
vived persecution, heresy, and schism by developing 


internal discipline and a hierarchy of authority that 
murrored the empire’s. But such a structure tended to 
demand unity of thought and belief, especially as the 
church began to move from the shadow of illegality 
into the sunlight of official patronage. On the basis of 
Scripture and tradition, honest people could and did 
disagree about theological issues, but imperial policy 
promoted a united church under the authority of the 
emperor. Dissent thus became treason. Dissident cler- 
gy were exiled, imprisoned, sometimes even killed. 
From the vantage point of the present day, when 
religious pluralism is tolerated in numerous countries 
where beliefs are considered matters of individual 
conscience rather than state policy, the account of 
these battles over theology may seem bewildering. 
But the combatants themselves understood viscerally 
that what was at stake was not just a correct interpre- 
tation of Scripture or a philosophical debating point 
or even ecclesiastical power and control. The debates 


defined the basic images through which many people 
perceived their world and their place in it. A clear un- 
derstanding of basic issues may have seemed the only 
possible alternative to chaos. 

One may certainly regret that warring armies ever 
engaged in mutual slaughter in the name of Christ, 
but one cannot deny that the image of Christ—as an 
ascetic, as a warrior, as a cosmic ruler, as a focus of 
mystic contemplation, as a man elevated by God, as 
God descending to man, or as God and man existing 
simultaneously—has held the minds of the people of 
many ages with an unshakable power. When we see 
today the light of Jesus in the eyes of a child hearing 
the Christmas story, in the labors of a theologian who 
is struggling to penetrate the mysteries of faith, or in 
the voice and touch ofa Mother Teresa ministering to 
the outcasts of Calcutta, we know the story continues 
and lives as powerfully as ever—and all from such 
hopeless beginnings. Who could have imagined! 


These mosaics of sixth-century 
Ravenna show favorite 
conceptions of Jesus current in 
late antiquity and the early 
Middle Ages. At left, Christ as 
a youthful warrior tramples the 
lion and the serpent of 
temptation in the wilderness of 
this world. The open book 
reads, “I am the way, the truth, 
and the life” (John 14:6). At 
right, Christ as the merciful 
judge sits enthroned in heaven 
amid blue-haloed angels, his 
right hand raised in benediction. 
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Chapter One 


IN JESUS’ 
FOOTSTEPS 


Jesus told his disciples to go forth and preach in his name to 
all nations as soon as they were “clothed with 
power from on high.” The dramatic coming of the Holy Spirit 
to guide believers along the way transformed his anxious 
followers into a joyous and dynamic fellowship. 


lowers of a Jewish teacher named Jesus gathered in Jerusalem. The 
atmosphere of their meeting was charged with the excitement of the 

feast day—Pentecost—a wheat-harvest festival celebrated 50 days after Pass- 
over. Suddenly something arrived among them: it had the sound of a wind, like 
a mighty storm sweeping out of heaven and filling the house. And they saw 
something: it looked like tongues of fire that divided and seemed to sit burning 
on each of them. But most important, they experienced power, as God’s Holy 
Spirit filled them. When this force, which they had never felt before, surged 
within them, the company of disciples knew that their lives had been perma- 
nently changed. They went forth into a burgeoning throng of curious pilgrims, 
who had heard the noise as they were heading for the Temple. The disciples 
began to speak as they had never spoken before, and those who heard them 
understood as if each were being spoken to in the tongue of his homeland. 


(): a fateful summer morning, in about the year A.D. 29, some 120 fol- 


On the day of Pentecost, after Jesus’ death, his disciples were 
suddenly filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak excitedly 
about the works of God. Strangely, their ecstatic words were 

heard not as a Galilean dialect of Aramaic (their native language) but 
as all the languages spoken by the pilgrims visiting Jerusalem. 


14 


Who were these disciples and what had brought 
them together? As described near the beginning of the 
New Testament book The Acts of the Apostles, this 
group was centered around the 11 who remained of 
Jesus’ 12 closest disciples. Jesus had designated these 
men as his special Apostles, or emissaries, and now 
they were led by one of their number, Simon Peter. 
The missing Apostle, Judas Iscariot, who had be- 
trayed Jesus to his enemies, was dead. While the Gos- 
pel of Matthew says he hanged himself in remorse, 
Acts states that he died in a headlong fall. The place of 
his demise, a site outside Jerusalem, is known as the 
Field of Blood, for it was supposedly bought with the 
blood money, or 30 pieces of silver, that Judas had 
received for his betrayal of Jesus. 

The fact that Jesus had chosen Twelve Apostles was 
significant, since the number possibly symbolized the 
12 tribes of Israel. The Apostles determined to restore 
their complement by casting lots to choose a replace- 
ment for Judas, believing that God would then mani- 
fest his will. The lot fell to Matthias, a disciple who 
had followed Jesus throughout his ministry and could 
bear witness to his Resurrection. 

The company also included scores of other disciples 
who joined the Apostles in continual prayer. Most are 
unknown, but among those mentioned by name in 
the New Testament were Jesus’ mother, Mary, and 
the young men who were believed by many to be his 
brothers, perhaps all four—James, Joseph, Simon, 
and Judas. In his Gospel, Luke also makes note of 
women who had followed and supported Jesus while 
he was still in Galilee and had accompanied him to 
Jerusalem. These included Mary from Magdala in 
Galilee (known to us as Mary Magdalene); Joanna, the 
aristocratic wife of Chuza, who was the steward of 
Herod Antipas; and also the mother of James and 
John, two of the Twelve. She had evidently joined her 
sons in following Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem. 

When the disciples gathered on the morning of 
Pentecost, they were united by a common sense of 


expectation and a shared awareness of events just past. 
Their teacher, Jesus, had been executed by the Roman 
governor of Judea seven weeks earlier, and the despair 
they felt then had made them think of disbanding. 
But something had happened. Through a series of 
gripping encounters and remarkable visions, many of 
the followers, if not all, had come to the firm convic- 
tion that they had seen Jesus alive again. They realized 
that his work was not finished and that they them- 
selves were to continue it. 

The group had pulsed with expectation since Jesus’ 
last appearance 10 days earlier, when he had promised 
his Apostles that they would be witnesses for him “in 
Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end 
of the earth.” They had been filled with wonder at his 
words, no doubt, but in their wildest dreams they 
could hardly have imagined the glory and pain, drama 
and history, that would flow from that commission. 
They were a band of disciples whose testimony was 
destined to change the world. 

Together they had spent the last 10 days in seclu- 
sion, as the narrow streets and the great plazas of Jeru- 
salem were coming alive, filling with the clamor of 
thousands visiting the city for Pentecost. Although not 
every male Jew could, as the law commanded, journey 
to the Temple each year for the festival, many pilgrims 
assembled from every part of Palestine and the huge 
Diaspora, or Dispersion, of Jews who lived in com- 
munities from Rome to Babylon. The costumes and 
languages of diverse lands filled the city as the cele- 
brants brought offerings of new grain and loaves of 
bread and lambs to present to God in the Temple. 


Recollections of Jesus 

We will never know just what those disciples were 
thinking or expecting that morning as they came to 
this moment of personal and historic transformation, 
though for some, at least, we have a few hints. Acts 
names the Twelve Apostles: “Peter and John and 
James and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholo- 


mew and Matthew, James the son of Alphaeus and 
Simon the Zealot and Judas the son of James” and 
then finally Matthias. Several of these Apostles are 
hardly more than names. Still, through the New Tes- 
tament some remarkable recollections about the 
group have come down to us, enough to allow us 
several glimpses of the memories that might have 
flowed through their minds as they reflected on how 
their lives had been changed. 

In the forefront was Simon Peter (who was also 
called Cephas), about whom more is known than any 
of the others. Only a few years earlier his name had 
been just Simon, and he, with his brother Andrew, 
was settled into the steady, small-town life of a fisher- 
man on the Sea of Galilee. His daily concerns had 
been the condition of their nets and boat, how the 
carp and tilapia were running in the lake, what prices 
they could get in the markets of Capernaum, and 
whether or not they could pay their taxes to Herod 
Antipas and the Roman overlords. 

Several stories are told of Simon’s early encounters 
with Jesus. Perhaps he remembered the day when his 
brother Andrew, who had gone to hear the prophet 
John the Baptist, had hurried back to him with the 
news that the Messiah, God’s anointed deliverer, had 
been discovered. Andrew then had taken Simon to 
meet a carpenter named Joshua, or Jesus, from the lit- 
tle town of Nazareth. Or he might have reflected on 
the moment when he and Andrew were casting a net 
as they stood in the shallows along the shore, and 
Jesus had walked by. Jesus said simply, “Follow me 
and | will make you become fishers of men.” They 
did not understand what he meant, but his presence, 
the authority with which he spoke, seemed to compel 
them to follow. 

Simon had become Jesus’ closest companion, 
fiercely loyal to him, though often perplexed by his 
ministry. On one occasion when Simon was traveling 
with Jesus and other disciples near the northern 
sources of the Jordan River, they had been talking of 
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Many believed that the place where the disciples waited for the descent of the Holy 
Spirit at Pentecost was the same “upper room” where the Last Supper was 
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celebrated. Though no one knows the site of those events, this room in the Church of 


St. Mary of Zion in Jerusalem was built to commemorate them. The silver coins 


below are like those given to Judas Iscariot for betraying Jesus after the Last Supper. 


the rumors and reports that had spread about Jesus. 
Some said he was Elijah or Jeremiah or some other 
prophet come to life. Jesus had turned to them and 
asked pointedly, “But who do you say that lam?” At 
that moment Simon must have felt the words come 
rushing from him, “You are the Christ.” 

Perhaps by the day of Pentecost more painful 
memories had faded—that he had rebuked Jesus 
when first told of his coming suffering, or that he had 
boasted of his loyalty and then, when Jesus was on 
trial for his life, denied, more than once, that he knew 
him. The moment had come for Simon to step forth 
and proclaim a message never heard before. 


As a tax collector, the Apostle 
Matthew would have received 
coins like the one above 
bearing the image of Tiberius. 
Taxes had to be paid in coinage 
that carried the likeness 

and name of a Roman emperor. 


Tax collectors were generally despised for their role in exacting tribute for Rome 


The fishermen John and James, sons of Zebedee, 
who had also abandoned their nets to join Jesus’ inner- 
most circle, might have been thinking about why he 
had called them “sons of thunder.” Once, when a 
Samaritan village had refused entrance to Jesus, the 
hotheaded brothers had asked him to command a fire 
from heaven to consume the village. Jesus, of course, 
had declined. Another time, according to the Gospel 
of Mark, they had asked their master if they could sit 
beside him in heaven, and Jesus had said, “You do not 
know what you are asking.” 

Others in the company had their own recollections 
of Jesus as one who had redirected their lives and 
brought them to this Pentecost. Matthew, for exam- 
ple, could recall his former life as a collector of taxes 


and were not allowed to hold public or religious office. However, their job provided 
opportunities to acquire considerable wealth. 
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and tolls under Herod Antipas in Capernaum. It was a 
living, but he and everyone else knew that Herod was 
Rome’s puppet and that by collecting taxes Matthew 
was strengthening Rome’s oppressive hold on the 
people. That made him a despised outsider to nearly 
everybody except others like himself. He certainly 
never expected a teacher like Jesus to have anything 
for him but rebukes. But to his surprise Jesus had 
come to him at his toll station and called him to be a 
follower. Not only that, Jesus had dined with him and 
his tax-collector friends and others ostracized from the 
community. “I came not to call the righteous,” Jesus 
had said, “but sinners.” Since then, Matthew had 
never looked back. 

On the morning of Pentecost Matthew might have 
looked across the room and seen the Simon who was 
known as a Zealot, or in Aramaic, a Cananaean. He 
was a man evidently linked to one of the rag-tag guer- 
rilla groups that out of zeal for God’s law tried to keep 
up active opposition to every aspect of Roman rule 
over God’s people. Before Jesus had called them both, 
Simon had despised everything that Matthew stood 
for, and the feeling was surely mutual. But now they 
were together, experiencing the same spirit, fellow 
witnesses to a teacher who had bridged chasms of 
politics and society. 

The Apostle Thomas possibly reflected on his own 
doubts and faith. An ardent follower of Jesus, he had 
been ready to risk anything for him. Once when it 
appeared that Jesus was going into a dangerous situa- 
tion, where he might have been killed by stoning, 
Thomas had urged his fellow disciples, “Let us also 
go, that we may die with him.” But later, when Jesus 
had died alone, Thomas evidently thought that every- 
thing was over. When others told him, “We have seen 
the Lord,” he could not risk faith. “Unless I see in his 
hands the print of the nails, and place my finger in the 
mark of the nails, and place my hand in his side,” he 
had vowed, “I will not believe.” For eight days he 
lived with his doubts and fears, unable to bring him- 


self to share the faith and sense of peace that had been 
restored to the other disciples. But then, as the Gospel 
of John recounts, Jesus himself came and showed 
Thomas his wounds and urged him, “Do not be 
faithless, but believing.” 

Among the group also was Philip, from the same 
town in Galilee as Peter and Andrew, and probably his 
friend Nathanael. (Since the early Middle Ages some 
scholars have argued that Nathanael may actually be 
the same person as Bartholomew, one of the Twelve, 
but there is no way to be sure.) Philip would have re- 
membered with wonder the day when Jesus had come 
to him and said, “Follow me.” Later Philip had told 
Nathanael, “We have found him of whom Moses in 
the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus of Naza- 
reth, the son of Joseph.” Nathanael had tartly retort- 
ed, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” 
Philip simply invited him, “Come and see.” 

Ifever there was an opposite to cautious Thomas, it 
was Nathanael. The first time Jesus saw him, he char- 
acterized the man as “an Israelite indeed, in whom is 
no guile!” and indicated that he had seen him before 
(in a vision). That was enough for Nathanael. “Rab- 
bi,” he exclaimed, “you are the Son of God! You are 
the King of Israel!” 


The Last Supper 
Besides their personal recollections of incidents pre- 
ceding Pentecost, the Apostles waiting expectantly 
that day had memories of events they had shared. 
These became part of the heritage they passed on to 
later believers. One incident in particular had puzzled 
them at the time it occurred; this was the Last Supper, 
a feast of fellowship in which Jesus and the Twelve 
Apostles had participated the evening before his 
death. As they sat around the table, Jesus had shocked 
the gathering by predicting that he would be arrested 
soon because of treachery by someone at the table. 
As the Gospel of John recalled the event, Jesus an- 
nounced: “Truly, truly, I say to you, one of you will 


betray me.” When asked, “Lord, who is it?” Jesus an- 
swered, “It is he to whom I shall give this morsel.” 
He then gave the morsel to Judas Iscariot. 

There were other astonishing events at the Last 
Supper. The Apostles might even have reminisced 
about them: Jesus quite unexpectedly washing the feet 
of his disciples to give them an image of the kind of 
service they should be ready to offer one another and 
others; Jesus giving each of them bread and wine, 
saying, “Take; this is my body. ... This is my 
blood . . . , whichis poured out for many”; and Jesus 
bidding his disciples to cleave to the belief that he 
would soon return and that eventually the Holy Spirit 
would sustain and guide them. 

After supper, Jesus went to pray in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, where, as Judas knew, he was in the 
habit of meeting with the disciples. [t was there that 
Judas singled him out for arrest. The soldiers brought 
Jesus before the high priest and the Sanhedrin, the 71- 
man council of Jerusalem’s Jews. At this tribunal, the 
council accused Jesus of claiming to be the 
Christ, the Son of God, a blasphemy that in 
their eyes deserved the death sentence. They 
condemned him forthwith and turned 
him over to Pontius Pilate, the Roman 
prefect, or governor, of Judea. 

When Pilate asked him if he was 
King of the Jews, Jesus replied, “You 
have said so.” Pilate then examined Jesus, 
asking for his defense against the charges, 
but Jesus made no reply. Now Pilate was 
faced with a dilemma. He did not want 
to appease the Jewish councilors by 
granting their request (it is known that he 
had an intense dislike for the Jews); but then 
it might be politically risky to release a man 
who had supposedly declared himself to be 
a king. Perhaps he could get the people 
themselves to let Jesus go. Since it was 


the custom for the governor to release 
Continued on page 21 


Former fishermen, Peter, 
Andrew, John, and James left 
their calling, first to follow 
Jesus as he preached the gospel, 
then to spread the word of 
his Resurrection and promise 
of salvation. The typical 
fisherman below, cast in bronze 
in the late fourth or early fifth 
century, has a net slung over 
his right shoulder and what is 
probably a tiller in his left 
hand; standing 7 inches 
= high, he decorates 
ge bollard— 
» = 4 post for 
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one prisoner during the Passover festival, Pilate asked 
if he shouldn’t free Jesus, but the crowd refused, in- 
sisting on freedom instead for Barabbas, an insurrec- 
tionist and murderer. Pilate should have realized it 
would please the Jews in Jerusalem to liberate some- 
one who had openly fought the state. 

In the end, the riotous anti-Jesus crowd so un- 
nerved the prefect that he gave orders for the prisoner 
to be crucified. But Pilate underscored his misgivings 
by publicly washing his hands in water and telling the 
crowd, “I am innocent of this man’s blood.” 


The Crucifixion 

Some of the men and women waiting expectantly at 
Pentecost had been eyewitnesses at the Crucifixion. 
Though they could not realize it at the time, this trau- 
matic event, agonizing for victim and spectators alike, 
was to become a point around which many of Chris- 
tianity’s deepest beliefs would crystallize. All they 
knew then was that their teacher had been made to 
suffer the most ignominious of deaths. 

The steps involved in a crucifixion were brutal. 
First, to weaken him, the Roman soldiers flogged 
Jesus with a heavy, flesh-shredding leather whip stud- 
ded with lead pellets. Next the jeering soldiers placed 
a scarlet robe around his shoulders and circled his head 
with a crown of thorns in mockery of his alleged 
claim to kingship. 

Then Jesus was forced to carry a heavy crossbeam 
(it may have weighed as much as 125 pounds) toward 
Golgotha, a hill outside Jerusalem, the place of his 
coming execution. When he proved too weak to carry 
the beam all the way, the soldiers forced a passerby, a 
visiting countryman, to carry it for him. At Golgotha 
the crossbeam was fitted onto an upright post to form 
a cross. Jesus was nailed to it hand and foot, after 
which the soldiers affixed to the cross a sign that read 
“Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” 

Jesus suffered on the cross for about six hours, as 
passersby stared at the spectacle, some taunting him. 
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Aloe (right) and myrrh were 
the two spices used at Jesus’ 
burial when he was bound with 
linen and laid to rest in a rock- 
cut tomb like the one below. 
Common in the first century, 
such tombs were fitted with a 
large round stone that could be 
rolled across the entrance to keep 
out scavenging animals. Short 
tunnels dug inside the chamber 
accommodated the bodies. 
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After he breathed his last breath at about three in the 
afternoon, the Roman centurion at Golgotha cried 
out, “Truly this was the Son of God!” 

It was later recorded that at his death portentous 
things occurred. The earth shook, rocks split, and 
tombs opened. Darkness came upon the land. At the 
Temple in Jerusalem, the great curtain separating the 


-outer areas from the innermost Holy of Holies was 


torn from top to bottom. 

A wealthy sympathizer, a man named Joseph of 
Arimathea, claimed the body and had it wrapped in a 
perfumed shroud. Then, attended by some of the 
women disciples, he laid Jesus in a nearby tomb 
(probably his own) and rolled a great rock across the 
entrance to seal it. Matthew adds that a guard was 
posted to ensure that the body would not be stolen by 
one of Jesus’ disciples. To the relief of both Jewish and 
Roman authorities, the career of the rabble-rouser 
from Nazareth was officially at an end. 


The Resurrection 

Now came Jesus’ victory over death, which changed 
his disciples’ outlook from mourning and despair to 
joy and expectation. Though the Gospels tell of the 
bodily Resurrection of Jesus from somewhat differing 
perspectives, al] accounts point to a cluster of miracu- 
lous happenings that have formed the core of Chris- 
tian belief from the beginning to the present day. 

During his lifetime Jesus had many women fol- 
lowers. Prominent among them was Mary Magda- 
lene, from whom Jesus had cast out demons. She was 
also one of the disciples who were anguished observ- 
ers of the Crucifixion, and in all four Gospels, she is 
the first to whom the resurrected Jesus appears. 

At blush of dawn on the Sunday following Jesus’ 
death, Mary Magdalene, together with some other 
women, went to the tomb thinking to anoint his 
body further with various spices. There are different 
versions of what happened next. The women found 
to their consternation that the great stone sealing the 


tomb had been rolled back. In Luke’s account, they 
encountered two men dressed in “dazzling apparel” at 
the now empty tomb. The men reassured them, say- 
ing, “Why do you seek the living among the dead? 
Remember how he told you . . . that the Son of man 
must be... crucified, and on the third day rise.” 
Mary Magdalene and her companions fled the tomb 
and told the other disciples what they had seen. 

In John’s version, Mary gave the news of Jesus’ 
Resurrection to Peter and another Apostle; they visit- 
ed the tomb and confirmed her story. Then, as Mary 
was weeping by herself outside the tomb, the risen 
Jesus suddenly appeared to her alone. So little pre- 
pared was she for this manifestation, Mary actually 
thought at first that Jesus was the gardener. But when 
Jesus spoke her name, she cried out, “Rabboni!” (the 
Hebrew word for “teacher”’). 

Meanwhile, Matthew’s Gospel relates, the tomb’s 
guards hastened to Jerusalem to inform the priests of 
what had happened. The priests in turn met with the 
elders and bribed the soldiers to swear that “his dis- 
ciples came by night and stole him away while we 
were asleep.” “This story,” Matthew says, “has been 
spread among the Jews to this day.” 


Jesus’ appearances to many of his followers 
In the days following Jesus’ Crucifixion, all of the dis- 
ciples present that Pentecost morning had come to the 
startling but unshakable belief that they had seen Jesus 
alive again—not just in dreams or ecstasies but ac- 
tually among them. None of the appearances, so fresh 
in their minds, had been a public demonstration meant 
to convince outsiders. Only their circle had shared 
these experiences, and thus all subsequent belief that 
Jesus was alive had to depend on their testimony. 
The recollections of their experiences later retold in 
the Gospels and by Paul in 1 Corinthians varied, but 
ill agreed that Jesus had been raised from the dead on 
the third day after his Crucifixion, the same day that 
n the Hebrew reckoning was the first of the week. 


Joseph of Arimathea 


Within hours after Jesus’ death, Joseph of 
Arimathea, a rich member of the Sanhedrin 
who did not agree with his colleagues that 
Jesus should be executed, went before Pon- 
tius Pilate and asked to take the body from 
the cross for burial. It was an act of mercy 
and courage that gave Joseph lasting fame. 
Having received permission, he buried 
Jesus in his own tomb, according to Mat- 
thew. The other Gospel writers simply re- 
port that it was one hewn in rock. 

So much for history. According to later 
legend, when the disciples went forth as 
missionaries, Philip led a company of be- 
lievers to Gaul (modern-day France) and 
from there commissioned Joseph to lead a 
party to Bnitain. It is said that Joseph landed 
near Glastonbury and climbed its famous 
tor, a high grassy hill. As he stopped to rest, 
he thrust his staff into the ground. It took 
root and flowered as the Glastonbury 
thorn, a hawthorn that blooms twice a year, 
during the spring and at Christmastime. 


Tradition further credits Joseph with building a structure of poles and 
branches that became the first church in Britain. The motive behind this legend 
is obvious. Every nation in Christendom wanted to trace its roots back to the 
Apostles. First choice would have been an actual visit by one of the Twelve. 
Failing that, storytellers had to settle for a second-hand connection. To com- 
pensate for this status, a later story arose that Jesus had visited England asa boy, 
escorted by a merchant uncle who was none other than Joseph of Arimathea. 

Celtic mythology made much ofa magic cup that the hero in epic tales had to 
seek and find. In later folklore the cup became the chalice used at the Last Sup- 
per, brought to Britain by Joseph, and then mysteriously lost. The quest for the 
chalice (or Holy Grail) is central to stories told of the legendary King Arthur. 
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In one case the testimony was handed down as a sim- 
ple list: Christ had appeared to Peter, to James, to the 
Apostles, and to more than 500 brethren at one time. 
Often the testimony involved a poignant experi- 
ence. Perhaps none was more moving than that of 
Cleopas and a fellow disciple, described by Luke. The 
Sunday of the Resurrection, they had been walking 
from Jerusalem to the nearby village of Emmaus, 
when Jesus himself had joined them on the road. 
Thinking that he was just a passing stranger, they had 
told him about Jesus’ Crucifixion and how some of 
the women disciples had claimed to have seen angels 
who said Jesus was alive. No one, however, had be- 
lieved the women. Surprisingly, this stranger faulted 
them for their lack of faith and understanding. But it 
was only later, as they were all eating together and the 
stranger broke bread in the same way Jesus had often 
done, that suddenly “they recognized him; and he 
vanished out of their sight.” They had immediately 


returned to Jerusalem remembering how his words 
had made their “hearts burn” within them and how 
“he was known to them in the breaking of the bread.” 

In the same vein, when Jesus appeared at a gather- 
ing of Apostles in Jerusalem, they thought he was 
only a vision. Luke relates what Jesus said: “Why do 
questionings rise in your hearts? . . . a spirit has not 
flesh and bones as you see that I have.” He then ate a 
piece of broiled fish to show that he was an earthly 
being, not a phantom. 

Jesus’ further appearance to the Apostle known 
nowadays as Doubting Thomas was especially in- 
structive. According to the Gospel of John, when 
Thomas finally acknowledged that Jesus was indeed 
the Lord he had known before the Crucifixion, Christ 
said reprovingly: “Have you believed because you 
have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen 
and yet believe.” For believers who came later, the 
blessing on those who believe without seeing made it 
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Luke tells how the risen Christ — ~ 
appeared as a stranger to two oT el ® a 
disciples on a road outside a —* 


Jerusalem and spent the 
evening with them in a nearby 
village. Along the way he 
“opened” the scriptures to 
them, so that they felt a 
burning in their hearts, yet | ss Bates PX. 1 Y 
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earliest Christians for 

the communion. 


24 


Sa enw So a wee, Phd Len 0 ae ne Renata aes 
Sak aakt te hen ele, en cate ee ke — a 
Si oo’) ( 2 tof ea Ven: a 
mk « 


. 
wy — ‘f . ‘ 
x 72 Bibel oe Pit \ y - \ or & p 


; J 


Swen wm 
Re anes ees oon 


why aig ITI 


possible to feel that the person who was not an eye- 
witness had the better of it, for the purest faith was 
that which required no proof whatever. 

No less powerful was Matthew’s testimony to 
Jesus’ appearance to his Apostles on a mountain in 
Galilee. Though some of the Apostles had still been 
filled with doubts, as Matthew recounted, Jesus as- 
sured them of his authority given by God and sent 
them into the world to baptize and to instruct others 
in his teaching. They would not be alone, he pledged: 
“Lo, Iam with you always, to the close of the age.” 

One rather puzzling aspect of these reports of post- 
Resurrection appearances is that Mary the mother of 
Jesus, though present at the Crucifixion, does not fig- 
ure in the appearances. And Mary Magdalene, called 
by some early churchmen Apostle to the Apostles, 
plays the most prominent role of all, before retiring to 
obscurity in her home village in Galilee. The sudden 
eclipse of the two Marys has provoked speculation by 
thoughtful Bible readers over the centuries. 


The first proclamation of the gospel 
Now, on Pentecost, as the Spirit broke like a wave 
around them, the disciples began to understand Jesus’ 
promise and to fulfill his commission. The whole 
company could not help but speak “as the Spirit gave 
them utterance.” In the Pentecost event recorded in 
Aets, the disciples’ words are not recounted but only 
how miraculously their speech was adapted for the 
occasion. Among the residents and pilgrims in Jerusa- 
lem were Jews and proselytes to Judaism from the 
whole known world—the nations comprising the 
Roman Empire and from beyond the empire in Par- 
thia and Arabia. As the crowd listened, they recog- 
nized that they were not hearing the Aramaic or the 
Greek common in Jerusalem but the tongues peculiar 
to Cappadocia or Pamphylia or whatever country 
they had come from. 

This miracle was perhaps later understood to be 
more a symbol than a necessity for communication, 


Appearing to the disciples on a mountain in Galilee, the risen Christ c 


ommanded: 


“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of 


the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Matthew 28:19. 


since nearly everyone in Jerusalem could have com- 
prehended Aramaic or Greek. But here in the first 
proclamation inspired by the Spirit, the divisions of 
humanity were symbolically overcome. Ever since 
the Tower of Babel described in Genesis 11:6—9, 
mankind had been divided and scattered by diverse 
languages. Now people were united, each under- 
standing equally the utterance of God’s word through 
the disciples. The event also focused attention on the 
fact that from the start, the news of Jesus was ad- 
dressed to the vast Diaspora. As events unfolded, these 
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Mary Magdalene, one of the 
first people to see the risen 
Christ, was traditionally 
identified with the sinner 
who wet Jesus’ feet with her 
tears and wiped them with her 
hair. The Latin scroll reads: 
“Do not despair if you are 

a habitual sinner; follow 

my example and right yourself 
with God.” The identification 
of Mary Magdalene with the 
repentant sinner has been 
abandoned by many students 
of the Bible. So too has 

her designation as the 
woman who anointed Jesus 
with precious perfume 

in Bethany, at the house 

of Simon the leper. 

The real Mary is thought 

to have been from Magdala, 
a fishing village 

on the western shore of 

the Sea of Galilee. 

A story long current among 
Christians of the East 

says that when she retired 
she accompanied the 

Apostle John to Ephesus 
and died there. 
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Jews from across the world became the principal con- 
duit for the proclamation in its early years. 

But not everyone was so impressed with what was 
happening. The disciples had apparently moved from 
their house to some spot that could contain a large 
crowd—likely the Temple court. However, the hub- 
bub was still such that some witnesses scoffed, “They 
are filled with new wine.” Peter took that jibe as his 
opportunity. The Twelve stepped forth from the 
larger company and Peter shouted for all to listen. 

He spoke with a voice of calm reason and explana- 
tion, for he wanted the crowd to understand what lay 
behind the remarkable events they had seen. Thus he 
began with the ancient scriptures that his hearers knew 
well. These people were hardly drunk, he told them; 
after all it was only “the third hour of the day” (9:00 
a.M.). Rather the crowd was witnessing something far 
more profound, nothing less than the fulfillment of 
God’s great promise that they knew from the prophet 
Joel—his promise that in “the last days” God would 
pour out his Spirit not just on a few prophets but 
“upon all flesh.” On sons and daughters, on young 
men and old, even on servants, “I will pour out my 
Spirit; and they shall prophesy,” God had said. This 
was a cosmic event, as significant as the sun being 
turned to darkness or the moon rising blood-red. 

Peter moved directly, Acts recounts, from the dra- 
matic words of scripture to the heart of his message: 
Jesus of Nazareth and his significance. Again he start- 
ed with what they knew. They had seen the wonders 
and signs that had made Jesus so well known. Many 
had also been in the crowds, who had, less than two 
months earlier, turned against Jesus and shouted for 
his death; they knew how the lawless Pilate had cruci- 
fied Jesus even though he had pronounced him inno- 
cent. What they did not know was that through it all, 
God was attesting Jesus’ ministry, and that even Jesus’ 
execution was “according to the definite plan and 
foreknowledge of God.” Indeed God had gone even 
further, Peter told them, and raised Jesus from death. 


Beliefs in the World’s End and the World to Come 


For centuries before Christ, Jews anticipat- 
ed the world’s end and the possibility of a 
new and better one to replace it. The term 
defining such matters, eschatology, comes 
from the Greek word eschatos, which means 
“last.” Doctrines concerning the end of the 
world, the Last Judgment, death, and the 
resurrection of the dead are eschatological. 
Because the Jews had suffered under 
many conquerors since the Babylonian 
Captivity in the sixth century B.c., they 
had begun to envision a return to their for- 
mer glory in the time of King David (about 
1000 B.c.). Gradually their hope for deliv- 
erance from oppression and restoration of 
Israel’s dominion grew into the concept of 
an avenging messiah. Perhaps it would be a 
new King David, a saintly priest, a great 
prophet, or simply the intervention of God 
and his angels. In any case, prophets pre- 
dicted that the judgment of the world’s evil 
would be profound, with the wicked dis- 


posed of and a better world created. Influ- 
ences from other cultures, particularly 
Persian and Hellenic, enriched Jewish es- 
chatology. Such images as a fiery end to the 
world and a hierarchy of angels and de- 
mons can plausibly be traced to Zoroastri- 
anism, the Indo-Iranian religion based on 
the conflict between light and darkness. 

It seems natural that the early Christians, 
so steeped in the traditions of the biblical 
prophets, would be deeply concerned with 
these subjects, especially since Jesus’ own 
ministry and messianic mission drew upon 
expectations of the “last days.” His mir- 
acles were meant as signs that those days 
were at hand. His parables revealed the 
character of the coming kingdom. Even Je- 
sus’ humiliating death came to be viewed, 
especially in the light of the Resurrection, 
as a vindication of his messianic role. 

As Peter experienced the marvels of Pen- 
tecost and quoted the prophet Joel in regard 


to the last days, he and the other disciples 
were profoundly convinced that the last 
days had indeed arrived and a new age was 
dawning. But they now found themselves 
caught in two worlds and didn’t know 
how long this interval might last. 

Would Jesus return to finish his work? 
Had he promised to do so? The New Tes- 
tament reveals an intense expectation of 
Christ’s Second Coming. Many disciples 
were preparing for the final judgment and 
helping others to do the same. 

But expectations changed over time, 
partly because of what was interpreted as a 
delay of the Second Coming and partly be~ 
cause of severe persecutions. When waiting 
became prolonged, quite a few people were 
brought to the verge of doubt. Finally, 
when it became clear that the kingdom was 
not imminent, early Christians began to 
put more emphasis on the world mission 
to spread the gospel. 


Peter recognized, it’s implied, that such a portrayal 
did not fit well with the expectations of a Messiah in 
Israel; no one was awaiting a savior who would be cru- 
cified as a criminal. But Peter tried to bridge that gap 
by turning again to the Scriptures and citing a psalm, 
which he interpreted as a prophecy by David, concern- 
ing the death and Resurrection of the Messiah, or 
Christ. What David had prophesied, Peter pro- 
claimed, the disciples had seen: “This Jesus God raised 
up, and of that we all are witnesses.” This Jesus was 
now at God’s right hand and had sent forth the Holy 
Spirit that God had promised. For Peter, the conclu- 
sion was inescapable and sure, “God has made him 
both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified.” 


What would the multitudes at Pentecost make of all 
this? Surely many continued to scoff and perhaps even 
worried about the birth of such a dangerous supersti- 
tion centered on a man who had been crucified by the 
Romans. But for many, Peter’s words made sense. 
This was God’s Spirit that filled these Galileans. 
“What shall we do?” they called out to Peter. He told 
them to change their lives and be baptized in the name 
of Jesus for the forgiveness of their sins. Then they 
could share the gift of the Holy Spirit, which was in- 
tended for them and for everyone. In Acts it is re- 
corded that 3,000 were added to the band of disciples 
on that one day. The movement, to say the least, had 
experienced a potent beginning. 
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Jerusalem 

At the time of Jesus’ death, Jerusalem was a major 
city. Its status as the center of religious life for the 
Jews dated back a thousand years to the reign of King 
David, who had captured the Jebusite citadel of Zion 
and rebuilt it as the “City of David.” It is surprising to 
consider, however, that this legendary city was, by 
today’s standards, a vest-pocket metropolis, occupy- 
ing only about 300 acres spread out along a rocky 
ridge in central Palestine. 

After David, starting in the time of his son King 
Solomon, the city witnessed the rise and fall of several 
empires, suffering repeated captures at the hands of 
Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Greeks, and fi- 
nally Romans. Throughout the Babylonian Captivity 
(586-538 B.c.), when thousands of Jews were sent in- 
to exile, Jerusalem was largely depopulated, but it was 
resettled when Cyrus the Great of Persia let the Jews 
living in Babylon return to their homeland. 

Duning the reign of Alexander the Great (332-323 
B.C.), Jerusalem came under Greek rule and remained 
so until a revolt in 167 B.c. led to the establishment of 
an independent Jewish kingdom with Jerusalem as its 
capital. The ruling class of this state was thoroughly 
imbued with Greek culture, which remained a strong 
influence even after the Roman conquest of 63 B.c. 

Jerusalem in the time of the early Christian move- 
ment was a lively city: its narrow, steeply pitched 
streets were crowded with bazaars and thronged, dur- 
ing festival seasons, with foreign pilgrims and 
grumpy caravan animals. At the heart of everything 
was the Temple. A magnificent structure, it was the 
third to be erected on this site. The first was built by 
Solomon and had stood for nearly 400 years, until the 
Babylonians destroyed it. A replacement, started dur- 
ing the reign of the Persian king Cyrus the Great, re- 
mained intact for almost 500 years. When King Herod 
the Great, Rome’s client king of Judea, took power, 
he tore down the second temple and started a new one 
about 20 B.c. This became the centerpiece of his am- 


bitious building program, which included the forti- 
fied city walls with a system of three monumental 
towers, his own gigantic palace, and a huge fortress, 
the Antonia, which housed the Roman garrison. In 
addition, he expanded the water-supply system 
whereby good drinking water flowed from rain 
catchment pools feeding a Roman aqueduct. 

The improved water supply soon supported vastly 
increased numbers of permanent as well as transient 
residents, most of them Jewish. Almost all .of Jerusa- 
lem’s Jewish population was engaged in one way or 
another in the work of the Temple—as craftsmen 
providing and repairing necessary ritual objects; 
incense makers; dealers in sacrificial animals; provi- 
sioners for the pilgrims, such as innkeepers and pro- 
prietors of restaurants and wine shops; and of course 
scholars and priests. There were money changers and 
bankers too, for the Temple was the local bank, and 
virtually all Jerusalemites, rich or poor, deposited 
their money there. Public officials kept a vigilant eye 
on the city’s markets to safeguard the interests of both 
producers and consumers, and prices were controlled. 

The wealthiest Jews in Jerusalem were the priestly 
aristocracy, great landed proprietors, and officials in 
the Roman tax system. Not surprisingly, members of 
these groups tended to identify more completely than 
their less well-to-do neighbors with the values and 
lifestyle of the Greek and Roman upper classes. For 
these cosmopolitans there were a Greek-style theater, 
a sports stadium, and many fine homes on the west- 
ern hill of the Upper City. 

To the Romans, Jerusalem was important largely as 
a good source of revenue. During this period, they 
did not much care how residents conducted their reli- 
gious affairs, so long as they paid their taxes on time. 
An appointed governor, who resided in Caesarea, 
was in charge of the province that included Jerusalem. 
The Sanhedrin retained local autonomy to decide reli- 
gious and legal matters in Jerusalem, but the governor 
reserved the right to appoint the chief priest, or head 
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of the council, and he made his presence felt during 
periodic visits to the city, usually at festival times. 

To the Jews, Jerusalem was the religious homeland 
and heartland of perhaps as many as 4 million breth- 
ren, living scattered in cities as far away as Rome and 
Babylon. These Jews of the Diaspora were law-abid- 
ing subjects in their adoptive lands and worshiped at 
their local synagogues. But they also owed allegiance 
to the Temple in Jerusalem. From all over the Dias- 
pora, the Temple dues required of all Jews poured 
into Jerusalem; and by the many thousands, Diaspora 
pilgrims flowed into the city each year to attend the 
major religious festivals. The influx of visitors some- 
times caused Jerusalem’s population to increase as 
much as fourfold in festival seasons. 


Competing faiths and cultures 

The mix of cultural influences in the city made it a 
seedbed of new religious outlooks. One of these was 
Christianity. Jesus’ followers were definitely set apart 
from other Jews by their claim of messiahship for the 
martyred Jesus and especially by their belief in having 
received the Holy Spirit. Yet the new group was just 
one of several sects within Judaism at the time. In ad- 
dition to taking part in services in remembrance of 
Jesus, Jewish Christians worshiped at the Temple and 
observed the traditional rituals: 

Prominent among the Jewish sects that existed side 
by side in Jerusalem were the Sadducees and the Phar- 
isees. The Sadducees were largely aristocratic and 
committed to a conservative, letter-of-the-law inter- 
pretation of Moses’ teachings. The Pharisees, by 
contrast, had a broader, evolutionary approach to 
Judaism. Instead of relying for guidance exclusively 
on the Torah, the ancient written law of the Jews, the 
Pharisees also took into account the more recent oral 
traditions of Jewish wisdom. 

Another major difference between the two sects 
concerned their conception of God. The Pharisees 
saw God as infinitely wise and merciful, deeply con- 


cerned with the fate of human beings and in control of 
each person’s life, except for the power to choose be- 
tween good and evil. The Sadducees conceived of 
God as remote and quite uninvolved in human activi- 
ties and believed that man has total charge of his life. 
The Sadducees also denied the possibility of resurrec- 
tion, immortality, and the existence of angels. 

The Pharisees’ outlook was more popular and, by 
the first century, represented the beliefs of most of the 
Jewish people. But the Sadducees were a powerful 
force in the Sanhedrin and to protect their status, of- 
ten made accommodations to the Roman occupiers. 

Strongly opposed to the occupation were the Zeal- 
ots, who were dedicated to overthrowing Roman 
rule. Still another Jewish sect, the Essenes, removed 
themselves from worldly concerns and were devoted 
to a semimonastic, communal life; the largest group 
lived at Qumran near the Dead Sea (see pages 34-35). 

Mingled with the varying religious beliefs in Jerusa- 
lem were the cultural and political influences of the 
Greeks and Romans. The Greek language, manner of 
dressing, and architectural styles, which had prevailed 
there for some 300 years, remained strongly influen- 
tial even after the Roman takeover. Although the 
Greeks had not persuaded the Jews to waver from 
their belief in monotheism, many elements of Greek 
philosophy and culture and some social customs were 
sufficiently attractive that many Jews tried to unite 
their own traditions with those of the Greeks and 
even went so far as to defend their Jewish heritage by 
means of the ideas and values of Greek culture. 

Another cultural link with the Greeks was the Sep- 
tuagint. This Greek edition of the Hebrew scriptures, 
translated in the third and second centuries B.c., had 
become the most widely read edition of the Old Tes- 
tament by the beginning of the Christian Era. Since a 
great many educated men would have had an oppor- 
tunity to read it, the Septuagint might even have had 
some influence on Gentiles, thus increasing the cross- 
fertilization of ideas. 


Jesus published no books nor took time 
from his brief ministry to compile his 
teachings or memoirs. After his death, all 
that he had done and said might have been 
forgotten had not his followers immediate- 
ly begun to tell his story. But for decades 
they too wrote nothing down. For the first 
generation of Christians Jesus’ story was 
transmitted by word of mouth, from heart 
to heart, first by disciples who had known 
him, and then, like spreading ripples, by 
hundreds of converts who retold it second, 
third, and fourth hand. 

Christians reported Jesus’ words and ac- 
tions in order to win converts and instruct 
new believers, to guide the practices and 
values of the church, to interpret elements 
of worship such as the Lord’s Supper, to 
convince opponents in controversy, and to 
understand the great events of salvation 
they believed God had brought about. 

Often Jesus’ deeds were focused into pat- 
terns that could be easily recognized and re- 
membered. Miracle stories, for example, 
commonly described the disease or peril 
that Jesus encountered, then the miracle it- 
self, and lastly the consequence of the mir- 
acle as people were amazed or disturbed. In 
another anecdotal pattern, sometimes 
called a pronouncement story, just enough 
of some situation, controversy, or teaching 
was described to lead to a striking saying, 
or pronouncement, which usually con- 
cluded the story like a punch line. 


Remembering Jesus 


The stories most frequently recounted 
were important for the ongoing life of the 
Christian communities. Through these the 
image of Jesus, his voice as prophet and 
teacher, shone through, as his parables of 
farmers and pearls and the Prodigal Son 
were retold countless times. 

When the evangelists finally began to 
write the Gospels toward the end of the 
first century, the process of retelling be- 
came even more selective. Acts relates, for 
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example, how Paul cited orally a proverb 
of Jesus, “It is more blessed to give than to 
receive,” a saying that did not find its way 
into any of the four Gospels. On the other 
hand, selected stories that were translated 
from Aramaic into Greek and honed and 
polished into crisp, incisive anecdotes and 
aphorisms, do survive in the written text. 
Thus, the rich oral tradition was passed on 
and has left a permanent stamp on the way 
Jesus is known today. 


ay. 


decades following his death. Varying versions appear in all four Gospels. 
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Roman contributions to this society were law and 
order and political stability, the same benefits they 
brought to all their conquered lands. Despite the fact 
that Jews had considerable autonomy over their affairs 
through the Sanhedrin, there was always an omni- 
present Roman army—on call to keep the peace and 
suppress Overt opposition to the empire’s authority, 
which it did swiftly and often ruthlessly. Although in 
most of its provinces Rome enlisted auxiliary soldiers 
who were native to the region, Jerusalem was an ex- 
ception; Jews were usually exempted from army duty 
(possibly because of their observance of the Sabbath). 
In Jerusalem, the troops would have been foreign for 
the most part (that is, Roman from other regions); 
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one historian has made a good case for their being Sa- 
maritan. But whether local or foreign, their visibility 
was a constant irritating reminder to the people that 
they were being ruled by a foreign power. 

Thus the setting in which Christianity emerged was 
urban; it was peopled with Jews from many nations 
who adhered to various forms of Judaism; different 
cultural ideas blended here; and the atmosphere was 
charged with undercurrents of resentment to Roman 
rule. Also for many, who hoped to be liberated one 
day from control by foreign powers, Jerusalem repre- 
sented the heart of their expectations, emotionally and 
theologically, for the new kingdom of Israel. 


Early Christian lifestyle 

Within five years after Jesus’ death not only had a 
growing and dedicated church been established in Je- 
rusalem, but also missions had been started in Samaria 
and towns along the coast of Palestine. It is reasonable 
to suppose that the good news had been carried also to 
Galilee, where Jesus had spent most of his own minis- 
try, but we know little about the early church there. 

How did Christians live during these years? The 
question is not easily answered, because most accounts 
of the period were written not by eyewitnesses but by 
people who lived several decades later. Granted this 
element of uncertainty, it does seem clear that the first 
Christians were a deeply devout group dedicated to 
preparing themselves for the kingdom of God but 
faced with controversies and difficult decisions. 

They organized their religious life around three 
central functions: prayer (some consider it likely that 
the Lord’s Prayer was recited), sermons and religious 
instruction, and a daily common meal. The shared 
meals, partaken in remembrance of the Last Supper, 
were called the Lord’s Supper. They helped strength- 
en communion among the followers, who believed 


From Christianity’s earliest days a regular part of the worship service was the 
ritual sharing of bread and wine in remembrance of Jesus. This Roman bas- 
relief shows the typical method of crushing grapes in the wine-making process. 


that Jesus himself was present at the table. But this 
table fellowship also served another purpose; it pro- 
vided sustenance for hungry Christians. Those who 


were attracted to the new faith came from various 
classes of Jerusalem society and probably included pil- 
grims from abroad with limited resources, as well as 
many who were impoverished. 


Everything in common 
To provide sustenance for poorer converts and for 
preachers, to prepare for the kingdom of Heaven that 
they felt was imminent, perhaps even to fulfill a Hel- 
lensitic ideal, early Christians shared their possessions. 
As needs arose, the faithful sold their property and 
gave the money realized to the Apostles for distribu- 
tion. A few stories in Acts tell us something about the 
attitudes and problems that arose from this system. 
In one account, a man named Joseph, whose char- 
acter inspired the Apostles to nickname him Barna- 
bas, meaning “Son of encouragement,” sold a piece of 
land and handed over the proceeds. Barnabas was a 
Jew from the Diaspora, a native of Cyprus, but his 
family came from the tribe of Levi and maintained 
some property in Jerusalem. He had a cousin or an 
aunt named Mary, whose house served as a meeting 
place for the Jerusalem community. Barnabas was 
destined to become a leading Christian missionary. 
Another story was far more somber. It told of a 
couple named Ananias and Sapphira, who likewise 
sold land but decided to give only part of the proceeds 
to the community. They evidently wanted the reputa- 
tion for generosity that men like Barnabas had gained, 
and they agreed to say that their partial gift was the 
entire price of the land. The story emphasizes that 
such deception was wholly futile, because the Holy 
Spirit was so powerfully present in the Apostles. Peter 
immediately recognized the lie and confronted Anani- 
as with it. Peter emphasized that a partial gift was 
completely acceptable, but “to lie to the Holy Spirit” 
was not. His accusation struck Ananias like a blow, 
and he fell down dead. Later that day the scene was 
reenacted with Sapphira, and she too died. Through 
the remembrance of such an event the early church 


It was the practice in the primitive church to 
help the poor, especially widows. This aid, 
modeled after a Jewish tradition, included 

a daily distribution of baskets filled with food 
and sometimes clothing. Flat loaves of bread 
(right) were staples in the baskets. Other 
typical food items were dried peas, lentils, or 
beans; olive oil; dried figs; and in season, fresh 
vegetables and fruits. 


reminded itself that the power of the Holy Spirit it 
had experienced was not to be trifled with. 

As the church in Jerusalem grew, all the strands of 
Jewish society were represented in it, including large 
numbers of Jews from the Greek-speaking Diaspora. 
Among them were many elderly people, who desired 
to be buried near Zion and had returned to settle there. 
These immigrants had their own synagogue commu- 
nities that worshiped in Greek and maintained ties to 
the Diaspora. Many had been influenced by the pow- 
erful Greek culture in their homelands but were also 
deeply committed to their faith. Tensions between 
these Jews of Greek culture and language, called Helle- 
nists, and the Aramaic-speaking Jews native to Pales- 


tine, known as Hebrews, were natural and inevitable. 
Continued on page 36 
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Essenes: Sons of Light 


“To the elect of righteousness you have made 
me a banner, and a discerning interpreter 
of wonderful mysteries.” 


——DEAD SEA SCROLLS 


The Roman savant Pliny the Elder (a.p. 23-79) de- 
scribed the Essenes as “a solitary race,” which was 
“strange above all others in the entire world.” They 
were remarkable indeed, because they were monks 
living in a monastery—a phenomenon hitherto un- 
known in Judaism (and rarely seen anywhere at the 
time outside India). Similar to the Pharisees but much 
more radical, the Essenes were the most pious, rigor- 
ous, and secretive of all the Jewish sects of antiquity. 
Although the group is never mentioned in the New 
Testament, scholars have identified Essene practices 
and beliefs that parallel those of early Christianity. 
The name Essenes means “the pious ones” (or possi- 
bly “the healers”). After the Jewish independence war 
of 167-165 B.c., the Essenes formed their own sect be- 
cause they could not agree with the Pharisees on cer- 
tain religious and political issues. Led by a “Teacher of 
Righteousness” —whom historians have never been 
able to identify—they set up a number of monastic 
communities, such as the one tentatively identified as a 
monastery at Qumran, in the wilderness on the west 
side of the Dead Sea. By the time of Christ, there were 
an estimated 4,000 Essenes, scattered throughout Pal- 
estine in communal enclaves of zeal and ascetic piety, 
Though some Essenes did marry in order to have 
children, the sect was mainly a brotherhood of male 
celibates. The brethren concentrated on purifying 
themselves for what they believed was the imminent 
coming of the kingdom of God. They did so unspar- 
ingly in their monasteries. Their day began at sunrise, 
and they spoke not a word until after morning prayers. 
Then they spent the day toiling at their appointed tasks 
in the grain fields, at the pottery kilns and looms, orin 
the scriptorium copying sacred texts. Zealous study of 
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books, especially the Scriptures, was an all-important 
activity, for their entire life centered on the effort to 
understand the Law of Moses. Like many early Chris- 
tians, they were inclined to prophetic interpretations of 
Scripture, particularly ones having a bearing on the 
present and the immediate future. The Essene view of 
history as preordained by God comes through in one 
Dead Sea Scroll: “Assuredly, all the times appointed 
by God will come in due course, even as He has ap- 
pointed in His inscrutable wisdom.” 

The Essenes were experts in medicinal herbs and the 
healing powers of gemstones, a science they purported 
to have gleaned from ancient writings. Their white 
linen garments were in keeping with their belief that 
they were the true priesthood of Israel, the righteous 
“faithful remnant” mentioned in earlier prophecy, 
who would live to witness the dawning of a new era. 
In this cosmic context they saw themselves as Sons of 
Light at war with the Sons of Darkness led by Satan. 

Life in the monastery was life at the minimum, with 
communal property, ritual cold baths, and meager 
meals at midday and evening. A council of 3 priests, 
who stood for the 3 priestly families, and 12 laymen, 
who represented the 12 tribes of Israel, governed the 
community under strict rules, particularly for the Sab- 
bath. When the Essenes rested on the Sabbath after six 
days of toil, they ate cold meals prepared beforehand 
and even refrained from relieving themselves, lest the 
waste profane God’s holy day. 

Their breaking of common bread was treated as a 
holy act, much as the shared meals of the earliest 
Christians were a kind of Eucharist. There were other 
institutional similarities. The Essene office of “over- 
seer” paralleled the later Christian office of bishop. 
Like the followers of Jesus, the Essenes rejected animal 
sacrifice, and like them, too, they spoke of their new 
doctrine and mode of life as “the Way.” 

On entering the community, new members were 
on probation through three stages and then were initi- 


ated with an oath pledging piety toward God, honesty 
with fellow Essenes, and secrecy regarding the group’s 
teachings—for example, the esoteric doctrine con- 
cerning the naming of angels. Initiates were bathed in 
flowing water, a ritual in some ways paralleling John 
the Baptist’s rite of baptism. 

Some scholars have speculated that John may have 
lived in an Essene community for a period of time. 
They note that he, too, lived an ascetic life, apparently 
never married, and preached repentence in preparation 
for the kingdom of God that was soon to come. 

The brotherhood disappeared about a.pD. 70, as Ro- 
man armies crushed the Jewish uprising (in which the 
Essenes had taken part). Several hundred documents 
of the zealous sectarians remained hidden in a cluster of 
desert locations near Qumran, where they lay buried 
for almost 2,000 years. Then one day in 1947 an Arab 
shepherd searching for a lost goat threw a stone into a 
cave mouth. The sound of breaking pottery led him to 
clay jars containing the first of the discoveries known 
as the Dead Sea Scrolls. Although a complete edition 
of the texts has not yet appeared, the so-far-published 
documents provide an inside view of what many Jews 
were thinking about in the period of Jesus’ lifetime and 
the generation following his death. 


Below is a commentary on the 
Old Testament book of 
Habakkuk, verse by verse, with 
an explanation of the prophecy’s 
inner meaning and how it 
applies to current events, 


Christianity, baptism was an 
important ritual—the means by 
which new converts were 
accepted. Little is known of 
the precise proceedings in the 
primitive church, but by 

the third century somewhat 
elaborate rules had been 
established. As church building 
developed, special receptacles 
for the baptismal water and a 
separate room or building 

for the ceremony were often 
irtcluded in the plans. 

This embellished baptismal 
font is part of a basilica in 
Tunisia, North Africa. 
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Included among Hellenist Christians were perhaps 
a disproportionate number of elderly widows. Ac- 
cording to Acts, the Hellenists believed their widows 
were being neglected in the daily distribution of food 
and funds, and they complained against the Hebrews. 
No blame is assigned for the conflict, but the story 
shows how the Apostles resolved the problem. They 
asked the assembly of disciples to choose seven good 
men, “full of the Spirit and of wisdom,” who could 
take charge of this ministry. The group selected seven 
leaders with Greek names—possibly they were all 
Hellenists—and the Apostles ordained them by lay- 
ing their hands on them. But the Seven, as they are 
still called, were far from just a social service commit- 
tee. Some became vocal and active missionaries of the 
early church. These were men who “did great won- 
ders and signs among the people” and who led the 
first expansion of the church outside Jerusalem. 


Baptism 

One of the most dramatic rituals observed by the ear- 
liest Christians was baptism. Its aim was to wash 
away all uncleanliness resulting from sin, thus prepar- 
ing the initiate for his or her new life. In its most basic 
form, the ceremony called for a confession of faith by 
the candidate, followed by complete immersion in 
water in the name of Jesus Christ. 

Variations on simple immersion were created by 
the end of the first century. For example, water might 
instead be poured three times over the candidate’s 
head. Eventually, special receptacles were made in 
which the candidate would stand. Anointing with oil 
either before or after baptising with water was added 
to some rites. And in North Africa, milk and honey 
representing entrance to the promised land were pre- 
sented to the newly baptized. 

The New Testament does not say whether Jesus 
ever baptized anyone (one passage in the Gospel of 
John says he did, then retracts the statement, claiming 
it was Jesus’ disciples who did so), but Jesus himself 


was baptized by John the Baptist. Long before John 
even, Jews of the Old Testament had purification-by- 
water rituals called lustrations. Similarly, the Essenes 
required several ritual washings by their faithful each 
day. In contrast, Christian baptism was meant to be a 
single, stirring event in which a candidate was given 
access to the Holy Spirit in the name of Jesus. 


Names for Christians 

During the early days of the church, Jesus’ followers 
called themselves and were called by others a variety of 
names. The lack of a single, central organization and 
title only reflected the unstructured nature of the 
group. One common designation was followers of the 
Way. The simpler and often used term the Way was 
possibly a shortened form of “the way of the Lord” or 
“the way of God.” Early Christians saw the gospel of 
Jesus as the will of God revealed through him. The 
word Christian itself was not used until around A.p. 40. 

Another name, Nazarenes, referred to people who, 
like Jesus, came from Nazareth or were—by exten- 
sion—followers of Jesus. When this expression was 
used by tradition-minded Jews to designate early 
Christians, it had contemptuous overtones. In those 
times Nazareth was looked down upon by cultivated 
Jews as an insignificant backwater. 

A number of designations for Christians appear in 
the New Testament. Among them are God’s temple, 
little flock, salt of the earth, and one body in Christ. The 
term church (Greek ekklesia) also appears in the New 
Testament. For example, it is used by Jesus in his pre- 
diction to Peter: “You are Peter, and on this rock I 
will build my church.” There are also numerous ref- 
erences to the word in the letters of the Apostle Paul. 
In his epistle to the Ephesians, for instance, Paul states 
that “Christ is the head of the church.” 

In the Greek translation of the Old Testament, ekk- 
lesia is used to represent the Hebrew word that means 
“assembly” or “congregation.” Early Christians took 
over this term from the Old Testament to designate 


their assemblies as the people of God. In the secular The great Rabbi Gamaliel, teacher of the Apostle Paul, 


sense, the Greek word means “a gathering of persons f was renowned for his purity and saintliness, as 
for any sort of event.” But to early Christians, the well as for his broad-minded views. One of his favorite 
church was specifically an assemblage of the faithful, phrases was “for the benefit of humanity.” 


united in their love for Christ. 


The opposition 

The strongest opponents to Christianity were the 
Sadducees, who did not believe in resurrection from 
the dead and longed to crush the infant movement. 
They were joined in this cause by many Pharisees, 
who though they believed in resurrection, were not 
convinced that Jesus was the predicted Messiah. 
Elders of both groups who sat on the Sanhedrin were 
alarmed by the growing influence of the Apostles. 
Not surprisingly, they reacted strongly to the miracu- 
lous healing of a lame man by Peter and John. 

This event took place outside the Temple, where 
the man, crippled since birth, could daily be seen beg- 
ging for alms. Instead of heeding the afflicted one’s 
request for money, Peter commanded him to walk. 
“He took him by the right hand and raised him up; 
and immediately his feet and ankles were made 
strong.” To all who had witnessed or heard about the 
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“For the instruction of the commandments of the Law.” This 


Greek inscription marked a synagogue of Jerusalem. Greek 
was the common tongue for many Jews throughout the empire. 
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miracle, Peter proclaimed that healing had been ac- 
complished “by faith in his [Jesus’] name.” The early 
Christians believed that the very name of Jesus could 
bring about a work of wonder. 

Annoyed that Peter and John were preaching at the 
Temple, the priests and Sadducees had them arrested. 
But the man who had been restored to health was ir- 
refutable proof of the Apostles’ powers. The next day 
the council was forced to let them go with a simple 
stricture that they no longer teach in Jesus’ name. 

On another occasion Peter was again arrested, this 
time with the other Apostles, and put in prison. That 
night, according to Acts, an angel released them and 
told them to go preach in the Temple. Of course the 
Sanhedrin was astonished the next day to discover the 
Apostles’ whereabouts. Brought before the council 
and admonished for teaching, Peter and the Apostles 
answered, “We must obey God rather than men.” 

Feelings were running high and the Sadducees 
“wanted to kill them.” But at the last moment a San- 
hedrin elder, the illustrious Rabbi Gamaliel, rose to 
speak. “Keep away from these men,” he said, “‘and let 
them alone; for if this plan or this undertaking is of 
men, it will fail; but if it is of God, you will not be 
able to overthrow them. You might even be found 
opposing God!” The Sanhedrin was swayed, and the 
Christians were freed. , 


Martyrdom of Stephen 

Ultimately, it was not with the Sadducees or the San- 
hedrin that the most fateful debates for the disciples 
took place. Fires of conflict were kindled between 
Greek-speaking Jews, such as Stephen, Philip, and 
Barnabas, who believed in Jesus and Greek-speaking 
Jews who did not. These conflicts were fueled evi- 
dently by some longstanding debates that had been 
transferred from the Diaspora to Jerusalem. The con- 
frontations focused on the centrality of the Temple 
and its sacrifices, rigorous observance of the Jewish 
law, and the degree to which Greek culture should be 


rejected or accepted—all issues for which Jews had 
fought and died in the two centuries before Christ. 

The first and most virulent incident began when 
Stephen, one of the Seven, was challenged in debate 
by some of his Hellenist compatriots. Jews from 
northern Africa and Asia Minor and Jews who were 
former slaves, probably from Rome, were outraged 
at arguments that he had been making since becoming 
a follower of Jesus. Though tradition does not record 
the debate, it does describe the accusation against Ste- 
phen that grew out of it. He had evidently opened a 
wound on the issue of the Temple, arguing that the 
coming of Jesus of Nazareth rendered the Temple and 
its sacrifices—the glory of Jerusalem—unnecessary. 
Fighting words indeed! Had not their forefathers gone 
to war in the time of the Maccabees to reclaim God's 
Temple and restore its sanctity? 

The Hellenists rushed Stephen before the Sanhe- 
drin, charging that he claimed “this Jesus of Nazareth 
will destroy this place, and will change the customs 
which Moses delivered to us.” Stephen’s rebuttal, 
though not a transcript since no court records exist, 
encapsulates the arguments of early Christians like 
him. The speech is not a defense but an attack on his 
accusers. It begins with the common ground that they 
all shared as Jews—the history of God’s mercy and 
promises to his people. But Stephen emphasizes that 
the people repeatedly rejected God’s commands. He 
argues that even the building of the Temple, a house 
“made with hands,” undermined the God-given pat- 
tern of a movable “tent of witness” that Moses had 
received; the God who claimed that “Heaven is my 
throne, and earth my footstool” does not dwell in a 
house. Now this pattern of denial had culminated in 
the rejection of Jesus, “the Righteous One,” whom 
these leaders have “betrayed and murdered”! 

Stephen could hardly have expected a kind recep- 
tion. The enraged mob “ground their teeth against 
him,” while Stephen, with perfect calm given by the 
Holy Spirit, had a vision and cried, “I see the heavens 


opened, and the Son of man standing at the right hand 
of God.” When the crowd heard such a claim made 
for one who they believed had rejected God’s Temple 
and law, they “stopped their ears,” dragged Stephen 
from the city, and stoned him, while he prayed, 
“Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” 

Stephen is remembered as the first Christian mar- 
tyr—one who bears witness to his faith by giving his 
life. His prayer as he died, “Lord Jesus, receive my 
spirit,” is considered the earliest recorded prayer to 
Christ. Though Stephen was eliminated, the dangers 
to Judaism that he represented did not go away. Per- 
secution broke out against the disciples, led by the 
Hellenist Saul of Tarsus (now known to us as the 
Apostle Paul), who was present at Stephen’s stoning. 
Though many in the church left Jerusalem, remark- 
ably the Apostles were able to stay. The persecution at 


The martyrdom of 
Stephen has often been 
compared to Christ’s. 
Both were charged 
falsely at their trials 
with blasphemy 
against the Law of 
Moses and the Temple; 
both, too, prayed for 
their tormentors to be 
forgiven. Scholars 
still debate whether 
Stephen’s execution 
was a legal act of 
the Sanhedrin (it is 
believed they had 
the authority to 
put a person to 


this time was largely against Hellenist Christians, not geathfa Rural 
=a the sanctuary of 
the Hebrew Christians, represented by the Apostles. . 
. : : : the Temple) or if 
The intensity of antagonism against the new move- 


the stoning was 
a mob response to 
his speech. 


ment by Hellenist Jews, who lost many of their num- 
ber to the church, continued for decades. Later, after 
Saul the persecutor himself was converted, he debated 
with the same Hellenists who had confronted Ste- 
phen, and himself had to leave Jerusalem to avoid be- 
ing killed. Even when Saul/Paul came to the end of 
his own ministry, it was Hellenist Jews in Jerusalem 
who precipitated his arrest in the Temple. The man 
who presided at Stephen’s stoning was destined to 
give his life to bring Stephen’s ministry to fulfillment. 
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Paul’s conversion 
Young Saul, a Pharisee, is a supreme example of 
Christianity’s power to illuminate and transform— 
key words in the story of the first Christians. Jesus’ 
message transformed the lives, values, and hopes of all 
who came to believe, thereby changing their personal 
histories and through them the history of the world. 
A native of the Greek city of Tarsus in Cilicia, near 
the southern coast of present-day Turkey, Saul was an 
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Paul recalled his vision on the 
Damascus road as “a light from 
heaven, brighter than the sun 
shining round me and those who 
had journeyed with me. And 
when we had all fallen to the 
ground, I heard a voice.” 

Acts 26:13-14. 
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intense young man. His family boasted descent from 
the ancient tribe of Benjamin, and his parents had 
named him for Saul, the first king of Israel, a hero of 
their tribe. Like many Jews of the day, Saul also had a 
Greco-Roman name, That name was Paul. 

He was a man of two worlds. His writings show 
that he was educated both in the current philosophy 
of the Greek and Roman world and in the traditions 
of the Hebrew Scriptures and their interpretation 
among the Jews. He was also trained as a tentmaker, a 


sturdy craft that could earn him a living anywhere he 
chose to be. From his father he had inherited Roman 
citizenship, which gave him legal rights and protec- 
tion throughout the vast realm governed by Rome. 
If, however, it came to a conflict between Greco- 
Roman culture and their deep faith as Jews, Paul and 
his family sought no compromise. They were Jews 
first. His family was committed to the way of life of 
the Pharisees, and Paul was reared to be totally devot- 
ed to the law of the God of Israel, not that of Rome. 


To this end, he went to study with Gamaliel, the lib- 
eral Sanhedrin elder, who was the most prominent 
rabbinic teacher of his time. Subsequent to his studies, 
Paul seems to have become a kind of Pharisaic mis- 
sionary, bringing the light of God’s law to Gentile 
converts to Judaism. 

When we first meet this young man he is locked 
in struggle with a new sect that had arisen among his 
people, a group that Paul saw as a mortal threat to 
Israel. It was probably not simply because they 
claimed that Jesus was the Messiah; such an assertion 


might be thought foolish but was not in itself blasphe- - 


mous. But when some followers of Jesus argued that 
the law and the Temple were no longer central, they 
struck at the heart of all that Paul believed. 

Paul was as far from the followers of Jesus as it was 
possible to be; but he was also close enough to want 
to throttle the new movement with his own hands. 
When Jesus and the faith he aroused in others first be- 
came a focus of Paul’s life, the young man was filled 
with violent revulsion. 

Then one day something happened that turned 
Paul’s values upside down. In his letters he described 
the experience in various ways: as an appearance of 
Jesus to him, as God revealing his Son to him, as see- 
ing the Lord, as being apprehended by Jesus. The 
event was considered so remarkable and important by 
the author of Acts that in his selective narrative of the 
early Christian movement he made room to record 
the episode at length three times. 

As Acts describes the vision, it overtook Paul as he 
was approaching the ancient city of Damascus, armed 
with credentials to search out and arrest followers of 
the Way, when he was struck down and blinded by a 
light that appeared brighter than the sun. An un- 
known but insistent voice called his name in Hebrew: 
“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” The de- 
manding question did not fit at all with what Paul 
thought he was doing as a defender of God’s law, and 
he had to ask, “Who are you, Lord?” When the voice 


responded, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” 
Paul’s world was immediately overturned. 

When it actually happened, Paul’s vision not only 
illuminated him within but blinded his external sight. 
He was led helpless by his companions into Damas- 
cus, where he waited for guidance through three days 
of fasting. Then a disciple named Ananias was told in 
a vision to seek out Paul and restore his sight. Ananias 
laid his hands on Paul, and “something like scales fell 
from his eyes and he regained his sight.” 

During his fast, Paul had visions of future missions 
to carry the name of Jesus to the world, but he did not 
embark on his calling overnight. Time was needed— 
time perhaps for Paul’s Christian victims to recover 
from their indignation at his cruelties, time for his 
Jewish ex-colleagues to get over their anger at his 
apostasy, time for Paul himself to ponder the step that 
he had taken. In a letter written years later to the Gala- 
tians, he states that he “went away into Arabia.” 
“Arabia” probably means either the Syrian Desert or 
the Negev wilderness of southern Palestine. There he 
would have been able to support himself as a tent- 
maker. Later he returned to Damascus, where he 
preached boldly in the name of Jesus and had to flee. 

All accounts of Paul’s conversion and its aftermath 
stress two conclusions. First, Paul came to the con- 
viction that the Jesus he had fought so strenuously 
was indeed God’s own Messiah; Paul’s ardor for 
God’s service never wavered, but the vision redirected 
it completely. Second, Paul believed that the good 
news proclaimed by Jesus was intended not only for 
Israel but for the whole world, and that he was specif- 
ically commissioned as emissary to the Gentiles. 

With those new realities burning forever in his 
heart, Paul’s future agenda was set. No words seemed 
adequate to express his amazement at God’s grace in 
transforming him. Every gain or advantage he had 
once had now seemed a total loss. It was as though he 
had died, and in fact been crucified with Jesus, and 
had been given a new life. 


When Paul returned to 
Damascus three years after 
his conversion, he so 
inflamed some of the Jews 
there with his preaching 
about Christ that he 

was forced to flee for his life. 
This 15th-century oil painting 
shows how his companions 
helped him escape by 
lowering him over the city 
wall in a basket. 
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‘ Chapter Two 


A TALE 
OF ‘THREE 
CITTES 


As “the Way” moved from Jerusalem to Antioch and on 
to Rome, Gentiles joined the ranks, ministered to especially by Paul, 
the converted Pharisee. Meanwhile, Rome was ravaged 
by a devastating fire, and tensions in Jerusalem were building toward 
a disastrous conflict with the Roman Empire. 


he story of how Christianity grew from a messianic sect in Palestine to a 
world religion is in part the story of how the Lord’s Supper, celebrated by a 
group of Jews, came to be shared with Gentiles (non-Jews, or pagans). 
To those early days belongs the evolution of the faith’s fundamental mystery, 
the Eucharist, commemorating Jesus’ Last Supper and continuing communion 
with his disciples. The table of fellowship enjoyed daily by the first believers 
gradually gave way to a weekly meal, usually held on Saturday night and often 
referred to in later texts as an agape, or love feast. Most of what we know about 
these celebrations comes from Paul. His letters abound with instructions on how 
the meals were to be conducted, words of advice against eating and drinking too 
much, and guidelines as to the general tone of the proceedings. He clearly in- 
tended to set Christian fellowship apart from cult associations, so-called mystery 
religions that stressed secrecy and salvation, which were popular at the time. 


Early congregations in cities across the Roman Empire shared a weekly 
meal, usually held on Saturday nights. During these events the faithful joined 
in celebrating the Eucharist, reading Scripture, singing hymns, and praying. 


Caesarea, the seat of Roman 
government in Judea during the 
first century, featured an 
amphitheater among its typical 
Roman amenities. It was in 
this port city that the Apostle 
Peter converted the centurion 
Comielius, thus paving the way 
for Gentiles to enter the church. 


The celebrations seem to have been a feature espe- 
cially of congregations in the Diaspora, to which 
Greek-speaking Christians fled after the stoning of 
Stephen. Typically they were held in the home of a 
wealthier member, who had the space to accommo- 
date several families, and might have included people 
from different social strata—a gathering atypical of 
Greco-Roman society in general. 


Breaking bread with Gentiles 

To bring Gentiles into the Christian community, 
whereby they could partake in the Lord’s Supper, was 
not an easy step. For Jews, who comprised all con- 
verts in the primitive church, were forbidden to eat 


with such people or consume food not prepared ac- 
cording to Jewish dietary laws. Only a pagan who 
had converted to Judaism, agreeing to live by its laws, 
would be eligible to take the next step and be baptized 
in Jesus’ name. A dramatic event, recorded in Acts, 
tells us how this requirement changed. 

Peter was preaching the gospel throughout Pales- 
tine, when he stopped in Joppa (present-day Jaffa), sit- 
uated on a mountain overlooking the Mediterranean. 
Here he stayed with a tanner named Simon. It is sig- 
nificant that Peter chose to lodge with a tanner, for 
leather workers were considered by orthodox Jews to 
be ritually unclean because their work put them in fre- 
quent contact with the skins of dead animals. Perhaps 
he was following the example of Jesus, who, during 
his ministry, had associated with societal outcasts. 

While praying on the roof of the tanner’s home be- 
fore the noon meal, Peter had an extraordinary vision. 
Acts explains: “He fell into a trance and saw the heaven 
opened, and something descending, like a great sheet, 
let down by four corners upon the earth. In it were all 
kinds of animals and reptiles and birds of the air. And 
there came a voice to him, ‘Rise, Peter; kill and eat.’ 
But Peter said, ‘No, Lord; for I have never eaten any- 
thing that is common or unclean.’ And the voice came 
to him again a second time, ‘What God has cleansed, 
you must not call common.’ This happened three 
times, and the thing was taken up at once to heaven.” 
As Peter pondered this disturbing vision, he heard the 
voice again telling him that three men were looking for 
him and he should “accompany them without hesita- 
tion.” At that moment three messengers arrived and 
asked Peter if he would go to the Caesarean home of 
their master, the Roman centurion Cornelius. 

In Acts Cornelius is described as “an upright and 
God-fearing man, who is well spoken of by the whole 
Jewish nation.” Perhaps this pious Roman had, like 
others at that time, become disenchanted with the 
polytheism of his pagan ancestors and turned to the 
monotheism of the Jews. But Cornelius had not yet 


Life in the Diaspora 


By the first century a.D., about two thirds 
of the world’s Jews, possibly as many as 4 
million people, lived outside of Palestine. 
Egypt had a Jewish population of perhaps a 
million centered in Alexandria, the most 
important city in the Roman world after 
Rome, and in Rome itself, there had been a 
large Jewish colony for some 200 years. 
Elsewhere Jews were settled in Spain, 
Gaul, Northwest Africa, and Greece, as 
well as in the Greek-speaking Middle East 
and in Macedonia and the Crimea. Beyond 
the empire’s eastern frontiers, in Parthia 
(modern Iran) there was a large Jewish pop- 
ulation with roots dating back to the exile 
in Mesopotomia (from about 587 to 537 
B.C.) known as the Babylonian Captivity. 
Over the years the Jews were subject to 
relocations, sometimes forced and some- 
times voluntary, which scattered them not 
only geographically but socially. When at 
times they found themselves on the losing 
side in a war, they would be displaced and 
enslaved, Eventually, the Jewish slaves 
would buy their freedom and swell the 
ranks of the working poor in whatever 
country they happened to be. But through- 
out the Diaspora there were also Jews who 
belonged to the local ruling class. 
Between these two extremes were civil 
servants, merchants, bankers, tradesmen, 
artisans, farmers, shepherds, physicians, 
lawyers, painters, poets, actors, and sing- 
ers, even a few fortune-tellers, astrologers, 
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and itinerant quacks. Many Jews, who 
lived in Syrian and Parthian way stations 
on the silk road from China, worked in the 
silk business. Indeed, some of the earliest 
Christian missionaries to the East were 
originally Jewish silk merchants. 

Rich or poor, every Jewish male contrib- 
uted annually a half shekel to support the 
Temple in Jerusalem, but most religious 
life was focused on the local synagogues. 
Many did their best to follow the exacting 
regulations of Mosaic Law in traditional 
form. Others focused on the similarities 
between Greek philosophy and Hebrew 
doctrines, attempting, often sucessfully, to 
incorporate into their lives the best from 
both cultures. These adaptations set them 
apart from their brethren in Jerusalem. 
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Ritual hand washing 
before eating was a 
custom among Jews, 
reminding them that 
as water cleansed 
their bodies so God 
would cleanse Israel. 
This was but one of 
many ways in which 
Jews of the Diaspora 
maintained their 
religious identity. 


Despite such efforts, anti-Semitism was _ 


widespread. Jews were exempted from cer- 
tain civic duties and observances that 
would have violated their religion; many 
also acquired citizenship. The granting of 
these special privileges, combined with their 
refusal to mingle socially with non-Jews and 
to worship the state gods, often led to ten- 
sions between Jews and their neighbors. 

Yet Diaspora Jews at the time of Christ 
were energetic and successful proselytizers. 
Judaism has not sought converts so actively 
before or since. Many Gentiles were at- 
tracted to the Jews’ belief in one God, their 
emphasis on family, and their commitment 
to taking care of their own. Semiconverts 
to Judaism, known as God-fearers, were 
among the earliest converts to Christianity. 
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An amulet against demons, 
illness, and injury features 
magic words in Greek and a 
tail-eating “world serpent.” For 
many people in Roman times 
the serpent held magical powers 
and symbolized eternity and 
the cyclical nature of time, 

with the end returning to the 
beginning. Belief in magic was 
common, but Christians taught 
that simple prayer could 

have more power than any 
spell, however potent. 
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become a full convert to Judaism. He was probably a 
“God-fearer,” or Gentile sympathizer with Judaism. 

The prospect of visiting a centurion (commander of 
a 100-man unit of the Roman '‘army) in the garrison 
town of Caesarea should have given Peter pause. Jeru- 
salem’s Jewish Christians would surely have objected 
on both religious and political grounds. But he ac- 
cepted. The next day when Peter, accompanied by six 
Jewish Christians from Joppa, reached Caesarea (35 
miles north of Joppa), Cornelius prostrated himself 
before the Apostle. Peter helped him to his feet, say- 
ing, “Stand up, I too am a man.” 

Addressing a group that had gathered in the centu- 
rion’s home, Peter told them: “You yourselves know 
how unlawful it is for a Jew to associate with or to visit 
any one of another nation; but God has shown me that 
I should not call any man common or unclean. So 


when I was sent for, I came without objection. I ask 
then why you sent for me.” Cornelius explained that 
he had been told by an angel in a vision to send for the 
Apostle. Peter replied, “Truly I perceive that God 
shows no partiality, but in every nation any one who 
fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.” 

Peter preached about Jesus, and “the Holy Spirit fell 
on all who heard the word.” They began speaking in 
tongues (making ecstatic, probably unintelligible 
sounds known as glossolalia). As they spoke, the Jews 
who had accompanied Peter were “amazed, because 
the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even 
on the Gentiles.” Peter commanded that the group be 
baptized and stayed with them for a few days. 

When he returned to Jerusalem he was criticized by 
his conservative Jewish brethren for associating and 
dining with Gentiles. But when Peter told of his vi- 
sion at Joppa and the scene at Cornelius’ house, “they 
were silenced” and said, “Then to the Gentiles also 
God has granted repentance unto life.” 

But could such a difficult issue have been so easily 
resolved? There is considerable evidence that it was 
not and that Peter himself remained ambivalent; Paul 
later criticized him for refusing to eat with Gentile 
Christians who did not observe Jewish dietary laws. 

There is no denying, however, the significance of 
Peter’s actions in Caesarea. From that time on Jewish 
Christians would have to consider acceptance of Gen- 
tiles who requested baptism and welcome them to full 
church membership. The author of Acts thought the 
Cornelius story so meaningful that he included two 
versions of it in this book, much as he had included 
three versions of Paul’s conversion. And the remain- 
der of Acts flowed from this one episode as the gospel 
spread throughout the Gentile world. 


Conversion of a eunuch 

While Peter’s outreach to the Gentiles was a remark- 
able event of its kind, an act by the evangelist Philip 
(not to be confused with the Apostle of that name) 
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Within a generation after the death of Jesus, Christianity had spread throughout Palestine and many major cities in Greece and 
Asia Minor. Among the early missionaries were Hellenistic Jews who fled Jerusalem following the martyrdom of Stephen. 


was equally significant. A close associate of the mar- 
tyred Stephen and one of the seven officials appointed 
to oversee the funds of Jerusalem’s Hellenist Chris- 
tians, Philip had fled Jerusalem after Stephen’s ston- 
ing. He preached in a number of towns and made 
quite a few converts among the Samaritans. These 
were Jews who did not acknowledge the Jerusalem 
Temple because they considered their own sanctuary 
on Mount Gerizim to be more sacred. 

During his travels in Samaria, he met an Ethiopian 
(the only one mentioned in the whole of the New 
Testament) who was returning to Africa after a pil- 


grimage to Jerusalem. This official—described in 
Acts as a eunuch in charge of the queen of Ethiopia’s 
treasury—was reading aloud from Isaiah about the 
suffering servant: “In his humiliation justice was de- 
nied him. Who can describe his generation? For his 
life is taken up from the earth.” Philip asked him if he 
understood what he was reading. The eunuch an- 
swered, “How can I, unless some one guides me?” 
Philip explained that Isaiah was one who had prophe- 
sied the coming of Christ. After Philip had told him 
the good news about Jesus, the eunuch was eager to 
be baptized then and there. 


Tyche, or Lady Luck, who 
was popular in the East 

and in Asia Minor, was 
adopted as the patron deity 
of Antioch. Here the Apostle 
Paul and other missionaries 
founded a major Christian 
community. 


There are similarities between the conversions of 
the centurion and the Ethiopian. Both men were bap- 
tized on the spot. The eunuch, like the tanner, would 
have been considered unclean by Jews (Deuteronomy 
23:1 forbids eunuchs admission to the community of 
Israel, because castration was viewed as a blemish). 
The stories of their acceptance into the church carry 
the message that converts to Christianity would no 
longer be limited by cultural, 
religious, or geographic 
qualifications. 


During Roman times, remedies 
for diseases might be sought at 

an asclepion, or healing center, 
dedicated to the Greek god of sf 
medicine, Asclepius. The 
treatment was free, and 
recovered patients donated 
replicas of the affected body 
parts to the healing center. 
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What it meant to become a Christian 

It was a big step for Gentile converts to turn their 
backs on their pagan background. For one thing, each 
activity in life was governed, so they had believed, by 
a god or by fortune. Now, they had to take it on faith 
that this world is controlled not by chance but by the 
will of one all-seeing God. 

Another big adjustment for many was to let go of 
magic—charms, spells, and curses invoked to control 
natural and supernatural forces. Belief in magic was 
almost universal in the Greco-Roman world, even 
though Roman law forbade its use to harm individ- 
uals or property, and its practitioners were generally 
held in ill repute. Many were drawn to magic because 
a major component of its practice dealt with illness, 
both physical and mental. Then as now, people af- 
flicted with disease were apt to go to any lengths to 
obtain relief. Magicians, exorcists, and pagan priest- 
therapists offered help and often succeeded in effecting 
cures. (As viewed by many pagans, Christians who 
performed exorcisms and miracles were themselves 
considered to be magicians.) 

Wondrous healings and miracles performed by the 
Apostles, which were reported in Acts, offered poten- 
tial converts a viable alternative—the power of belief 
in Jesus and his miracles. Such belief might empower 
them to perform works like those of Jesus in healing 
the sick. The Gospel of John went so far as to report 
that Jesus had promised: “Truly, truly, I say to you, 
he who believes in me will also do the works that I do; 
and greater works than these will he do.” 

Christians of later generations were to look back on 
the earliest period as one in which great miracles were 
performed by believers. This tradition is reflected in 
the epilogue to Mark (16:9-20), which was added to 
the Gospel sometime in the second century. The pas- 
sage reports a final post-Resurrection appearance in 
which Jesus is said to have given his disciples power to 
cast out demons, to pick up snakes and drink poison 
with impunity, to speak nonexistent languages, and 


to cure the sick by the laying on of hands. Acts relates: 
“And God did extraordinary miracles by the hands of 
Paul, so that handkerchiefs or aprons were carried 
away from his body to the sick, and diseases left them 
and the evil spirits came out of them.” 

There is some scriptural evidence that the disciples 
cured physical ills by three methods—prayer, the lay- 
ing on of hands, and the application of oil to the sick 
person’s body. (The oil itself, olive oil, was used for 
similar purposes in ancient Israel and throughout the 
Mediterranean world.) 

As Chnistianity was seen to compete successfully 
with both Jewish and pagan miracle working, it was 
inevitable that other practitioners would try to steal 
Christian fire. Acts tells us that in Ephesus, a group of 
itinerant Jewish exorcists tried casting out demons in 
the name of Jesus. An evil spirit who possessed one 
man answered them, “Jesus I know, and Paul I know; 
but who are you?” And the man leaped on the intrud- 
ing exorcists and beat them up, so that they fled naked 
and wounded. Word of this incident threw the towns- 
people into consternation. Large numbers of believers 
came forward to confess that they, too, had practiced 
magic. Some even collected their magical books and 
burned them publicly as an act of Christian faith. 

At the same time that they rejected belief in pagan 
gods and magic, new converts were expected to adopt 
the Christian ethic, which besides avoidance of such 
sins as idolatry and adultery, stressed charity and 
brotherhood. Whatever their former lives had held, 
they were now part of a caring community that 
would look after them in times of illness or other af- 
fliction, meet their basic needs for food and shelter if 
necessary, and share with them love and a newfound 
belief in life after death. 


Christian meetings 

The common meeting place for Christians during the 
early years was a home, usually one that belonged to 
a wealthier member. The owner of such a house had a 


certain responsibility for the group, often acting as its 
patron. Acts, for instance, reports that Jason, a Jewish 
Christian of Thessalonica (modern Salonika), posted 
bond to guarantee his guests’ good behavior. 

Households formed the basic cells of the expanding 
church. A wealthy one included not only immediate 
family but often slaves, freedmen, hired workers, and 
even business partners, all of whom joined in the 
worship or baptism. Thus Paul writes, “I did baptize 
also the household of Stephanas.” In Acts we read that 
“Lydia . . . was baptized, with her household.” 

In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul outlined 
the early Christian service: “When you come togeth- 
er, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a 
tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be done for 
edification.” From Paul’s description it is clear that 
these early gatherings were dynamic and exciting and 
encouraged every worshiper to participate. 


One of the great healing centers 
was the asclepion at Pergamum, 
which featured therapeutic 
springs, The picture shows part 
of the vast rotunda used for 
medicinal bathing. Patients 
would have incubated, or 

slept, in the nearby temple, 

for a dream received there 

was of central importance in 
obtaining a cure. 
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The homes of the wealthy in 
second-century Rome were 
usually quite elaborate. The 
fancifully named nymphaeum, 
or shrine of the sea nymphs, 
was a common feature of many 
villas. In the open-air dining 
room above, the far wall 
features a nymphaeum richly 
adorned with a hunting mosatc. 
Adjacent to the grotto is another 
mosaic representing sea gods. 
At right, by way of contrast, is 
a humble, two-family house 
that lodged working-class 
people in the same period. 
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There is little record of what original hymns the 
earliest Christians sang. Many believe that one is 
quoted by Paul in Philippians 2:6—11 and another in 
Colossians 1:15-20. But we assume that traditional 
hymns and psalms were also borrowed from Jewish 
services. Early Christian worship was closely related 
to synagogue worship also in its emphasis on prayer 
and interpretation of Scriptures. 

Speaking in tongues (or glossolalia) was prevalent, 
and the phenomenon was somewhat disparaged by 
Paul. He explained that prophecy is preferable, be- 
cause it benefits the entire community: “For one who 
speaks in a tongue speaks not to men but to God; for 
no one understands him. . . . On the other hand, he 
who prophesies speaks to men for their upbuilding 
and encouragement and consolation.” Chanting, 
singing, and preaching were rituals meant to unite the 
congregation. Speaking in tongues, Paul believed, 
could be valuable only if someone in the congregation 
were able to interpret the meaning. 


Antioch, a first outpost 

As the church continued to grow, its members were 
adopting or creating an evolving mix of rituals and 
gradually reshaping the worship. Nowhere was this 
process more evident than in Antioch, capital of the 
Roman province of Syria and third-largest city in the 
empire after Rome and Alexandria. Many converts 
there probably came from among the “God-fearers,” 
Gentiles, such as Cornelius, who adopted the Jewish 
beliefs but did not submit to circumcision and become 
full proselytes. But in Antioch a number of Gentiles 
were also baptized and the young church’s mission to 
non-Jews began in earnest. 

Members of the church in Jerusalem were curious 
when they heard that Hellenists were accepting Gen- 
tiles into the Christian community at Antioch. They 
had good reason to question the missionary activities, 
for it was clear that the Hellenists were baptizing new 
converts without requiring circumcision. Eventually 


this practice would lead to dissension between conser- 
vative and more forward-looking Jewish Christians. 
In the meantime, the Jerusalem church dispatched 
Barnabas to investigate. Barnabas was so pleased to 
find the community thriving, thanks to its openness, 
that he brought Paul to Antioch, and the two lived 
and preached there for a year. Owing to the combined 
missionary efforts of this pair and others, the new 
congregation at Antioch swelled with converts. 

Indeed, they became so prominent that they were 
called, for the first time, Christians, to differentiate 
them from the Jews. Some scholars claim that Anti- 
och’s disciples were scornfully called Christians be- 
cause they talked so much of Christ. Others speculate 
that since the term Christian in its original Greek form 
contains a Latinate ending, it could have been used by 
Roman officials to pinpoint members of a potentially 
subversive new movement. Still others believe that 
the disciples themselves proudly coined the word. 

Although there is no record of the exact size of the 
Christian community at Antioch, it apparently at- 
tracted all classes from patrician to slave. We do know 
that it counted a number of wealthier citizens among 
its converts, for about A.D. 46, the community sent a 
famine-relief contribution to Jerusalem. 

After their successes in Antioch, the disciples 
moved farther afield to spread the good news. Barna- 
bas and Paul sailed to Cyprus, the third-largest island 
in the Mediterranean and site of the Roman Empire’s 
prosperous copper mines. They preached first in syn- 
agogues, then perhaps in the homes of converts. The 
pair continued into Asia Minor (modern Turkey) and 
in less than three years had established several Chris- 
tian communities there as well as in Cyprus. Other 
missionaries went forth into North Africa and Rome. 
“I renounce thee, Satan, and all thy servants and all 
thy works” or similar words echoed throughout these 
regions as more and more Christian converts turned 
their backs on the pagan world and pledged to follow 
the teachings of Jesus. 


The church in Jerusalem 

Although the congregation in Antioch had become 
the most dynamic of the Christian communities by 
A.D. 40 or so, Jerusalem was still the headquarters of 
the movement. The group that remained after many 
had fled the persecutions led the Jerusalem church 
down a more conservative road. 

James, whom Paul describes as Jesus’ brother in 
Galatians, governed the Jerusalem church as chairman 
of its council of elders, a sort of Christian Sanhedrin. 
Although it is not recorded how James came to rule 
the Jerusalem church, his family connections probably 
would have played a key role. (James was succeeded 
later by Simeon, a second cousin of Jesus.) James act- 
ed as mediator between those powerful Jewish Chris- 
tians who were opposed to welcoming Gentiles into 
the movement and the church members who were 
willing to receive them. 

The fourth-century church historian Eusebius 
quotes a fascinating description of James by Hegesip- 
pus, a second-century Christian convert: “But James, 


A cloth merchant plies his 
trade in this Roman bas-relief. 
Prominent among Paul’s early 
converts was a businesswoman 
named Lydia, a seller of purple 
goods. Her house at Philippi 
served as the meeting place for 
the congregation addressed in 
Paul’s letter to the Philippians. 
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The emperor Caligula (above) 
went insane as the result of 

an illness, according to Philo, 

a Jewish philosopher from 
Alexandria. Lead poisoning 
may have been the cause 

——it is suspected to have been 
widespread at the time. The 
picture below shows typical lead 
pipes in Roman plumbing. 
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the brother of the Lord, who, as there were many of 
this name, was surnamed the Just by all, from the 
days of our Lord until now, received the government 
of the church with the apostles. This apostle was con- 
secrated from his mother’s womb. He drank neither 
wine nor fermented liquors, and abstained from ani- 
mal food. A razor never came upon his head, he never 
anointed [himself} with oil, and never used a bath. He 
alone was allowed to enter the sanctuary.” 

While James was entrusted with the Jerusalem 
church, Paul, journeying far and wide to spread the 
gospel, was named as Apostle to the Gentiles. Peter 
similarly spread the gospel to the Jews. This division 
was not strict, however, for Peter sometimes minis- 
tered to Gentiles and Paul often began his work in a 
city by first meeting with the Jews there. 


An insane emperor 

The brief and stormy reign (37—41) of the emperor 
Gaius Julius Caesar Germanicus, better known as Ca- 
ligula (“Baby Boots”), had a particularly damaging 
impact on the Jerusalem church. Relations between 
Rome and the Jews became more hostile, thanks at 
least in part to Caligula’s insanity. 

“Height: tall. Complexion: pallid. Body: hairy and 
badly built. Scalp: almost hairless, especially on the 
poll.” That is how the Roman historian Suetonius de- 
scribed Caligula. “Because of his baldness and hairi- 
ness,” Suetonius continued, “he announced it was a 
capital offence for anyone either to look down on him 
as he passed or to mention goats in any context.” 

Caligula became obsessed with the idea that he was 
a living god, and he demanded that his subjects ac- 
knowledge his divinity. Most people had no problem 
with complying. The divine status of an emperor was 
a matter of civic observance; to venerate the office of 
emperor was to do no more than one’s duty as a good 
citizen, at least for any pagan. And so, during the 
winter of 39—40, a group of Gentiles in Jamnia took 
the emperor at his word and erected an altar to him. 


Local Jews, who far outnumbered their pagan neigh- 
bors, were enraged and immediately toppled the altar. 
When the incident was reported to Caligula, he com- 
manded that a colossal golden statue of himself be 
erected at the Temple in Jerusalem. 

Anticipating the Jews’ hostile reaction, Caligula or- 
dered Petronius, the Roman governor of Syria, to 
lead an army into Judea. If any refused to admit the 
soldiers, Caligula ordered, they were to be killed and 
the whole nation enslaved. When Petronius asked to 
have the order reversed, because of the Jews’ outrage, 
Caligula commanded him to commit suicide. 

A delegation of Jews from Alexandria, headed by 
Philo, a Hellenist Jewish philosopher, was no more 
successful. Caligula reportedly said to them, “You are 
the wretches who do not believe that I am a god, al- 
though I am recognized as such among all the rest of 
mankind.” The mad emperor was assassinated before 
his statue could be erected in Jerusalem, but the dam- 
age had been done. The relationship between the Jews 
and the government continued to deteriorate. 

Tensions lessened somewhat during the reign of 
Caligula’s successor, Claudius, who ruled from 41 to 
54. He appointed Herod Agrippa I, himself a Jew, as 
king of Judea and Samaria. Herod Agrippa pursued a 
pro-Jewish policy and to gain the respect of the Phari- 
sees was willing to attack any sects that they viewed as 
radical. Thus he began persecuting members of the 
church and even ordered the beheading of the Apostle 
James the son of Zebedee. He also jailed Peter, who 
was rescued but forced to go into hiding. These two 
events shook the Christian movement. 

When Herod Agrippa I died in 44, Claudius re- 
turned Palestine to Roman rule. Herod Agrippa’s rule, 
which had included a strict adherence to religious prin- 
ciples, was now replaced by foreign misrule. The first 
procurator, Fadus, outraged Jews when he confiscated 
the high priest’s ceremonial robes. Successive gover- 
nors ranged from unaware to inept to corrupt—often 
a combination of all three. The Jews started to raise 


their voices in dissent, as extremists exhorted them to 
wage a holy war against Rome. Tension and resent- 
ment filled the air and led to numerous uprisings. 
Eventually relations between Jerusalem and Rome 
were stretched to the breaking point. 

During this troubled time, the young church was 
also the victim of divisions. After Paul’s first mission- 
ary journey, a team of Jewish Christians from Judea 
traveled to Antioch and insisted that Gentile converts 
there be circumcised. In Galatians Paul writes that 
these “false brethren” slipped into the church “to spy 
out our freedom which we have in Christ Jesus, that 
they might bring us into bondage.” They proclaimed 
that unless you are circumcised, you cannot be saved. 
To Paul’s opponents in this matter, circumcision was 
an outward sign of membership in God’s covenant 
that represented the physical continuity of the Jews’ 
salvation history. Jesus had followed the rules of the 
Torah, went their argument, and so must his follow- 
ers. Their teaching was, of course, in direct contradic- 
tion to Paul’s view, and this controversy threatened to 
divide the young church. 

After “no small dissension and debate,” it was de- 
cided that the issue should be resolved by a conference 
of “the apostles and the elders” in Jerusalem. This 
Council of Jerusalem, as it has come to be called, 
proved to be a watershed in the development of Chris- 
tianity. Paul, Barnabas, and Titus, an uncircumcised 
Gentile convert, had a mixed reception in Jerusalem. 
The “church and the apostles and the elders” wel- 
comed them, but some Christians who were Pharisees 
like Paul insisted: “It is necessary to circumcise them, 
and to charge them to keep the law of Moses.” Paul, 
however, “did not yield submission even for a mo- 
ment, that the truth of the gospel might be preserved.” 

Paul told the group of his work and how he “had 
been entrusted with the gospel to the uncircumcised, 
just as Peter had been entrusted with the gospel to the 
circumcised.” Peter supported Paul, and James acted 
as spokesman for the council. In a compromise that 
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Sharing with Peter the leadership of the Jerusalem church in the 


early years was James, known as the brother of the Lord. To him is 


traditionally attributed the teaching that “faith apart from works 
is dead.” James was martyred by stoning in A.D. 62, 


An inscription from Corinth, 
(above) reads “Place of the 
Hebrews.” There was a sizable 
Jewish community in Corinth 
when Paul arrived, and he 
preached in a synagogue there 
for more than a year. At right is 
the Appian Way, typical of the 
Roman roads Paul traveled 
during his missionary journeys. 
Near the end of his life, 

when he made his way to Rome 
from the seaport of Puteoli 

on the Bay of Naples, he came 
up the Appian Way. Members 
of Rome’s Christian community 
walked some 30 to 40 miles 
from the capital to meet him. 
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was reported in Acts, the opposing parties agreed that 
Gentile converts would not have to be circumcised 
but should remain chaste and abstain from “unclean” 
meat. Paul mentions that their sole obligation was to 
contribute money for Jerusalem’s poor. 

Paul had won the day, and, more important, he had 
preserved the unity of the church. His fervent mission 
to spread the faith among the Gentiles had received 
Jerusalem’s approval, and a possible schism between 


Jewish and Gentile Christians had been averted. Jew- 
ish Christianity continued to flourish. For the next 
several hundred years, large numbers of Jewish Chris- 
tians, especially in Palestine, and later in Babylon and 
other areas outside the empire’s eastern frontiers, 
maintained their separateness as a community. 

Paul’s efforts had helped establish, at least in princi- 
ple, that in the new faith “there is neither Jew nor 
Greek .. . you are all one in Jesus Christ.” The 
Council of Jerusalem prevented the followers of 
Christ from dissolving into just another historical reli- 
gious cult. As Paul would later write to the Galatians: 
“For neither circumcision counts for anything, nor 
uncircumcision, but a new creation.” 

This first of apostolic councils set another impor- 
tant, far-reaching precedent. When the Jerusalem 
church sent a letter to Antioch summarizing its find- 
ings, it wrote, “For it has seemed good to the Holy 
Spirit and to us to lay upon you no greater burden 
than these necessary things.” 

Later theologians understood this wording to im- 
ply that a properly constituted council—one inspired 
by the Holy Spirit—carries with it the right to speak 
with the Spirit just as the Spirit spoke in Scriptures. 
Such a council could promulgate doctrine and prac- 
tices and interpret dogma. Thus, subsequent councils, 
held after the Apostles had died, would base their le- 
gitimacy and authority on this first one in Jerusalem. 


Paul’s missions 

“A man small of stature, with a bald head and 
crooked legs, in a good state of body, with eyebrows 
meeting and nose somewhat hooked, full of friendli- 
ness; for now he appeared like a man, and now he had 
the face of an angel.” The subject of this portrait, 
found in the apocryphal Acts of Paul and Thecla, is the 
converted Pharisee Paul. This vivid description is one 
of the few that we have of any of the Apostles. 

His looks were certainly deceiving. On missionary 
journeys throughout the Mediterranean—scholars 


estimate that he covered some 10,000 miles over his 
lifetime—Paul displayed almost superhuman energy 
and endurance. He suffered shipwrecks, a stoning, 
beatings, jailings, humiliations, the rigors of primitive 
traveling conditions, and a great deal more in his mis- 
sion to spread the word of Christ. His capacity for 
survival was coupled with an ability to touch people’s 
souls as he preached the gospel. 

Perhaps the best clue to his success—as missionary, 
evangelist, writer, administrator, and defender of the 
faith—1is found in one of his own letters to the church 
at Corinth: “I have made myself a slave to all, that I 
might win the more. . . . Ihave become all things to 
all men, that I might by all means save some. I do it all 
for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its bless- 
ings.” By the time of his martyrdom (believed to be 
about A.D. 62), Paul, more than any other follower of 
Christ, had helped to create and nurture a network of 
Christian communities that would blossom into a 
universal church. Indeed, during the century follow- 
ing his death, some Christians referred to Paul as “the 
Apostle” as if there had been no others. 

How did this man, born a Roman citizen, raised as 
a Jew, and educated with Greek influences, succeed in 
developing such a widespread and varied collection of 
Christian communities? He was, to put it simply, a 
man with a mission. First, he ardently believed that 
Jesus was the Messiah of both Jews and Gentiles and 
that the good news of Jesus’ coming had to be pro- 
claimed throughout the world: “For I will not venture 
to speak of anything except what Christ has wrought 
through me to win obedience from the Gen- 
tiles . . . so that from Jerusalem and as far round as 
Illyricum I have fully preached the gospel of Christ.” 
Second, he was driven to spread that gospel as quickly 
as possible, since, as he writes to the Corinthians, 
“The appointed time has grown very short. . . . the 
form of this world is passing away.” 

Paul traveled widely to accomplish his goal. From 
the time of his conversion to his imprisonment, he 


preached and, with his assistants, founded churches in 
at least 20 cities. Acts breaks down his travels into 
three journeys. However, on closer examination, it is 
apparent that the Apostle interspersed his travels with 
extended stays in various cities. For example, after es- 
tablishing churches on Cyprus and in Asia Minor on 
his first journey, he paused for 18 months in Corinth 
on his second journey. His so-called third journey was 
more an extended stay in Ephesus than an ongoing 
tour. It was in Corinth that Paul encountered some of 
his greatest challenges—and victories. 

On the east coast of Greece at the head of a gulf, 
Corinth was a crossroads between the eastern and 
western halves of the Roman Empire. A constant 
stream of travelers and cargo flowed through this hub 
and made it one of the great commercial centers of the 
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Paul preached to and engaged in 
debates with Jewish teachers 

in synagogues wherever he went. 
Not all received him warmly. 
In Jerusalem a group of Asian 
Jews denounced him and 
accused him of bringing Gentiles 
into the inner sanctuary of the 
Temple; this was a crime 

that was punishable by death. 
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Paul: The First Great Christian Thinker 


When he first put pen to papyrus in a letter, 
Paul had been a Christian for 15 years; his 


reflections were mature and profound, and 
his manner of expressing them was idiom- 
atic, for he often dictated his letters to an 
amanuensis, or secretary. At the core of 
Paul’s thinking was the fiery illumination 
that was his personal vision of Jesus Christ. 
The medium in which he communicated it 
was the Greek language. That medium col- 
ored Paul’s message, for his style was that 
of a cosmopolite who could and did quote 
from Greek literature. 

No question was more central for early 
Christianity than understanding who Jesus 
was. Paul’s faith centered on the Crucifix- 
ion. The hanging of God’s Messiah as an 
accursed criminal was so inconceivable to 
Paul as a Pharisee that it had been a very big 


stumbling block to his acceptance of 
Christ. But in his conversion he had come 
to believe the unthinkable was true; the God 
whom he had always obeyed had revealed 
himself in the death of Jesus—a sacrifice 
made for all the weak and ungodly, both 
Jews and Gentiles. Furthermore, God had 
shown that Jesus was his own son by rais- 
ing him from the dead. 

Paul says little about Jesus’ teachings or 
life; no Gospels had yet been written, and 
he may not have had much information. 
But his faith in God as seen through the 
death and Resurrection of God’s son was 
enough for Paul and had vast implications 
for Christianity in centuries to come. 

That faith changed the way he viewed 
the law given to Moses. Since God had sac- 
rificed his own son to free people from sin, 


Paul believed, it was clear that neither the 
Mosaic Law nor any law among the Gen- 
tiles had been adequate to reconcile people 
to God. The law was holy and good, he ar- 
gued, but it could not break the enslaving 
power of sin, even for Jews, like himself, 
who were its faithful adherents. 

Paul saw problems of Christian relation- 
ships through a prism of Christ crucified. 
Life for a Christian was to embody the love 
expressed in Christ’s death; all self-promo- 
tion should be rejected in favor of service 
that builds up the community. 

Although Paul’s letters were written to 
diverse and particular audiences, a distinct 
vision of the gospel penetrated them all. It 
was that of the first Christian theologian, a 
man whom Albert Schweitzer called “the 
patron saint of thought in Christianity.” 


time. But like other bustling port cities, Corinth was 
notorious for the profligacy of its lifestyle. Paul would 
later write of Corinthians who “have not repented of 
the impurity, immorality, and licentiousness which 
they have practiced.” Also, the city attracted a host of 
itinerant magicians, mystagogues, and philosophers 
representing pagan beliefs from Stoicism to mystery 
cults. Corinth presented an intriguing challenge to 
Paul. If he could establish a Christian congregation in 
such a wild town, then surely it would shine brightly 
throughout the empire as an example of the reforming 
power of Jesus’ message. 

Paul lost no time laying the foundations for his 
community of believers at Corinth. The audience for 
his preaching included sailors; merchants; pilgrims 
heading for the nearby shrine of Asclepius, the Greek 
god of healing; and visitors attending the Isthmian 


Games, held every two years. Paul’s later letters con- 
firm that the church in Corinth was composed largely 
of converts from the poor and even the slave classes. 
“Not many of you were wise according to worldly 
standards,” writes Paul, “not many were powerful, 
not many were of noble birth.” 

A few Christians were already there when Paul ar- 
rived; by the time he departed he had built up a sizable 
community of new converts. While Acts offers only a 
few glimpses into Paul’s year and a half in Corinth, his 
subsequent letters to the church there—written while 
he was based in Ephesus—provide many insights. 
First Corinthians warns the congregation about the 
dangers of immorality. Paul writes to a church divid- 
ed, in which even his own authority as an Apostle was 
being challenged: “I appeal to you, brethren, by the 
name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that . . . there be no 


dissensions among you, but that you be united in the 
same mind and the same judgment.” There is only one 
solution to the growing problem of dissension, “for 
no other foundation can any one lay than that which is 
laid, which is Jesus Christ.” 

Throughout his letter, Paul returns to this theme of 
surrender to the message of the cross. He addresses 
also some specific problems 

within the community, con- 
cerning permissiveness, free- 
dom, civil law, marriage, 
eating the meat of sacrificed 
animals, and methods of wor- 
ship. His epistolary advice is 
indicative of questions that 
early Christians were un- 
doubtedly asking about 


practices in their young church. While Paul’s letters 
offer insights into the troubles that faced the churches 
in those days, they also stand as testaments to the 
Apostle’s remarkable literary skills. His highly indi- 
vidual style, characterized by striking imagery, artful- 
ly chosen phrases, and subtle parenthetical asides, is 
immediately recognizable. Indeed, some scholars be- 
lieve that certain letters which bear his name, Ephe- 
sians, 1 and 2 Timothy, 2 Thessalonians, and Titus, 
for example, were not actually written by him, be- 
cause they don’t have these characteristics. 

A number of the most inspired and poetical pas- 
sages in the Bible flow from Paul’s pen: “If I speak in 
the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I 
am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. . . . Love is 
patient and kind; love is not jealous or boastful; it is 
not arrogant or rude. Love does not insist on its own 
way. ... When I was a child, I spoke like a child, 
I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I 
became a man, I gave up childish ways.” 


On the road again 
From Corinth, Paul traveled to Ephesus, then to Cae- 
sarea. In the early 50’s he set out again for Ephesus, 
where he stayed for nearly three years, establishing a 
vibrant Christian community. 
He seems to have stopped 
next at Philippi, Thessalo- 
nica, and Beroea, to 
strengthen Christian 
groups. Then he re- 
turned to Jerusalem. 


Healing was part of the apostolic ministry. While on Malta, 
Paul was called to the bed of a man “sick with fever and 
dysentery; and Paul visited him and prayed, and putting his 
hands on him healed him.” 
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How did Christianity’s most successful missionary 
survive such hardships? His devotion to spreading the 
gospel apparently strengthened his nerve. Paul de- 
scribes himself thus as a messenger of God, “We have 
this treasure in earthen vessels, to show that the tran- 
scendent power belongs to God and not to us.” It is 
clear also that Paul took pains to plan his travels care- 
fully. He journeyed along major Roman highways 
and favored regular sea routes. 

There is no denying, however, that travel in Paul’s 
day was anything but easy, especially for an itinerant 
preacher with little money, only his feet for locomo- 
tion, and a large stake in getting from one place to the 
next in the shortest possible time. Take, for example, 
Paul’s trip from Tarsus to Iconium (Konya in modern 
Turkey), made during his second journey. The Apos- 
tle’s route very possibly took him through the rugged 
Taurus Mountains in Anatolia, which rise to 7,000 
feet. The rocky terrain, often covered with snow, 
surely made for slow going, so he would have been 
able to manage far less than a typical daily average of 


25 miles. Spring floods, hailstorms, extremes in tem- 
perature, and rock slides were common occurrences. 
Other hazards included highwaymen and such wild 


This sixth-century mosaic, which depicts the Port of Classis in Ravenna, 
Italy, reveals the look of ancient sailing ships. In Paul’s day, traveling by 
sea was risky business; Paul himself was shipwrecked four times. 
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Paul was a survivor. His life, punctuated by life- 
threatening encounters and arduous journeys, has the 
makings of a biblical thriller. “Five times I have re- 
ceived at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one. 
Three times I have been beaten [by Romans] with 
rods; once [ was stoned. Three times I have been 
shipwrecked; a night and a day I have been adrift at sea; 
on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger 
from robbers, danger from my own people, danger 
from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilder- 
ness, danger at sea, danger from false brethren; in toil 
and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hun- 
ger and thirst, often without food, in cold and expo- 
sure. And, apart from other things, there is the daily 
pressure upon me of my anxiety for all the churches.” 


animals as bears, wolves, and wild boars. It is not sur- 
prising that travel was considered so dangerous in 
Paul’s day that people made certain they had settled 
their legal affairs before beginning a journey. 

Yet Paul had certain attributes to help him with- 
stand the rigors of his missionary travels. His Roman 
citizenship protected him in civil crises; his knowledge 
of Greek enabled him to preach to the Hellenistic con- 
verts; and his training as a tentmaker supplied him 
with a lifelong source of income. Tentmakers were 
much in demand not only for making tents but also 
for their skills in repairing all kinds of leather goods. 
In fact, during his 18-month sojourn in Corinth, he 
earned his living as a tentmaker, for he would never 
accept money from a congregation during the period 
he was ministering to them. 


When Christian preachers, such as Paul or 
Peter, proclaimed their message, compet- 
ing voices could always be heard. In the 
synagogues, challenges were limited to de- 
bates about Scripture and Jewish tradition, 
but when these men stepped out into the 
agora, or marketplace, of a Greco-Roman 
city, they confronted a dissonant chorus of 
philosophers and religious guides, as well 
as astrologers, exorcists, fortune-tellers, 
and healers all competing to show their in- 
tellectual and religious wares. 

In the New Testament itself we read, for 
example, about a slave fortune-teller pos- 
sessed by a familiar spirit, a team of Jewish 
exorcists who presented themselves as sons 
of the high priest, a magician who was 
counselor to a Roman governor, and peo- 


Wherever he went, Paul 
preached. “I do not account 
my life of any value,” 

he said, “if only I may 
accomplish my course and 
the ministry which I 
received from the Lord 
Jesus, to testify to the 
gospel of the grace 

of God.” Although his 
usual audiences were Jews 
in synagogues and 
Christians in house- 
churches, he was known 
also to argue in the 
marketplaces with Stoics 
and Epicureans. 
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The Marketplace of Beliefs 


ple who thought Paul and Barnabas were 
Greek gods in human form. We also read 
of a hall, evidently used for lectures by a 
man named Tyrannus, which Paul rented 
for part of each day. Familiarity with these 
religious, philosophical, and occult claims 
was bound to affect the way people heard 
the preacher’s message about Jesus. 
Christian missionaries in the Greek cities 
found perhaps their most serious competi- 
tion in the legions of traveling philoso- 
phers, especially Cynics and Stoics. Almost 
any major public square could boast one or 
more. Some were charlatans who would 
make converts, get money from them, and 
then clear out. Others were serious and ef- 
fective teachers, who believed they were 
called to guide people toward purpose and 
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contentment in life and to help them escape 
a sense of helplessness in a world they per- 
ceived as empty of meaning and dominated 
by blind chance. Some of the more reflec- 
tive listeners turned to these philosophical 
guides or perhaps to the ancient monothe- 
ism and high ethics found in Judaism. But 
for many, a belief in astrology, an under- 
standing of demonic forces in the cosmos, 
or the experience of ecstatic worship of 
Cybele, the great mother goddess of Asia 
Minor (see page 122), provided a sense of 
meaning in the world. As Christianity 
made its way into this marketplace of be- 
liefs, it had to join the already hot debate 
over what were true manifestations of 
God, what could bring salvation, and what 
was mere deception and foolishness. 
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All roads lead to Rome 

“I mention you always in my prayers, asking that 
somehow by God’s will I may now at last succeed in 
coming to you... . that we may be mutually en- 
couraged by each other’s faith.” So wrote Paul to the 
church at Rome. For some time he had hoped to real- 
ize his dream of visiting Rome so that he might help 
shape the Christian faith in the empire’s most strategic 
city. Paul implores the Romans to pray for him, “that 
I may be delivered from the unbelievers in Judea.” 

Shortly after writing these words, Paul traveled to 
Jerusalem in time for the feast of Pentecost. At several 
stops along the way he was warned not to proceed 
there. In Caesarea Paul brushed aside one warning, 
saying, “I am ready not only to be imprisoned but 
even to die at Jerusalem for the name of the Lord 
Jesus.” His words were prophetic. 

In Jerusalem Paul was warmly welcomed by James 
and others in the Jerusalem church. He delivered the 
money he had collected from the Gentile churches and 
related what “God had done among the Gentiles 
through his ministry.” When Paul went to the Tem- 
ple for the purification rites, a group of Asian Jews, 
probably from Ephesus, spotted him and shouted: 
“Men of Israel, help! This is the man who is teaching 
men everywhere against the people and the law and 
this place; morever he also brought Greeks into the 
temple, and he has defiled this holy place.” Although 
Paul had not brought any pagans into the Temple—a 
crime that was punishable by death—the angry 
crowd attacked him. 

The Apostle would surely have been beaten to 
death by the crowd if Roman troops had not inter- 
vened. Paul was arrested and hurried up the steps of 
the Antonia fortress. He was about to be interrogated 
under flogging, when he claimed immunity from 
such punishment—his right as a Roman citizen. After 
threats against his life, Paul was transferred to a prison 
in the coastal town of Caesarea. Here he was tried be- 
fore the procurator, Felix, on charges of defiling the 


Temple and provoking civil disorder. A delegation of 
Jews headed by the high priest, Ananias, came to Cae- 
sarea to present the Jews’ case against Paul. Felix post- 
poned his decision and Paul spent the next two years 
imprisoned in Caesarea. 

Felix was eventually replaced by Porcius Festus, 
who, after Ananias and others demanded Paul be re- 
turned to Jerusalem for trial, asked Paul if he wished 
to comply. Paul knew that he stood little chance of a 
fair trial in Jerusalem. As a Roman citizen, he had the 
right to appeal to Rome. “If then I am a wrongdoer, 
and have committed anything for which I deserve to 
die,” said Paul, “I do not seek to escape death; but if 
there is nothing in their charges against me, no one 
can give me up to them. I appeal to Caesar.” 

Finally, Paul would realize his dream of journeying 
to Rome. The conditions of his travel, however, were 
far from what he must have hoped. He left Caesarea a 
prisoner on board a merchant ship, which stopped at 
the coastal towns of Sidon and Myra. After transfer- 
ring to a large grain ship, Paul and his guards sailed 
for Crete. The ship was buffeted by strong winds, 
and a northeaster blew it off course. It drifted for two 
weeks before being wrecked off Malta. That the crew 
and passengers survived was largely due to Paul's 
mastery of the situation. This was, after all, his fourth 
shipwreck! Finally, Paul arrived in Rome. 

There he was placed under house arrest. Our last 
picture of Paul—as described in Acts—is of the evan- 
gelist, about 60 years old, carrying out his mission 
with the same energy he had displayed over the last 30 
years. “And he lived there two whole years . . . and 
welcomed all who came to him, preaching the king- 
dom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ 
quite openly and unhindered.” 

Paul’s last days are a matter of conjecture. Some, 
such as Clement of Rome, who is traditionally held to 
have known the Apostle, tell us that Paul fulfilled his 
ambition to reach the “extreme limit of the west” 
(possibly Spain). Eusebius, the fourth-century church 


historian, writes that “after pleading his cause, he is 
said to have been sent again upon the ministry of 
preaching, and after a second visit to the city, that he 
finished his life with martyrdom.” Rome’s present- 
day Basilica of St. Paul Outside the Walls stands on 
the site where Paul is believed to be buried. 

The former Pharisee had traveled a long and ardu- 
ous road from his days in Tarsus. His churches, 
which he labored so diligently to found and nurture, 
would grow and prosper as testaments to his inspired 
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preaching. His eloquent letters to the faithful would 
survive for centuries to enlighten Christians in their 
search for the meaning of Christ’s gospel. 

Part of Clement’s epistle serves as an appropriate 
epitaph: “He gained the illustrious reputation due to 
his faith, having taught nghteousness to the whole 
world... and suffered martyrdom under the pre- 
fects. Thus was he removed from the world, and 
went into the holy place, having proved himself a 


striking example of patience.” Continued on page 64 


Shortly before Paul was sent to 
Rome on his appeal to Caesar 
in the case of accusations 

made against him by the Jews, 
he was granted an audience by 
Herod Agrippa II, ruler in 
Palestine. Herod dismissed him 
saying, “In a short time you 
think to make me a Christian!” 
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An Age of Miracles 


The days when the Apostles spread the gospel were remembered 
later as an age of miracles; wonders attributed to the 
Apostles were seen as signs that Jesus was still among them. 
Paul held miracle working to be only 
one of many spiritual gifts. 
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Opposed by a magician on Cyprus while preaching to the Roman proconsul, 
Paul became filled with the Spirit and struck the man blind for “making 
crooked the straight paths of the Lord.” Acts 13:10. 


“They even carried out the sick into the streets . . . that as Peter came 
by at least his shadow might fall on some of them.” Acts 5:15. The healing 
was by the Spirit, Peter said, not by his own power. 
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This gold coin depicts Claudius 
surrounded by a protective wall 
of Praetorian Guards. The 
historian Suetonius claimed 
that “Claudius was so timid 
and suspicious” that “he never 
attended a banquet unless with 
an escort of javelin-bearing 
Guards, and waited upon by 
soldiers.” On hearing of a 

plot to overthrow him, Claudius 
“fled ignominiously to the 
Guard’s Camp, asking again 
and again as he went: ‘Am I 
still Emperor?’ ” 


The statue, right, that commemorates Claudius as 
a god, features the eagle linking him to Jupiter, 
the supreme deity of the Roman pantheon. 
The downfall of Claudius started about 
A.D. 48, when he married Agrippina, 
mother of Nero. Two years later, she 
persuaded Claudius to adopt Nero as 
his heir. He died in 54 after eating, it 

is believed, poisonous mushrooms given 
to him by Agrippina. Upon the accession 
of Nero, Claudius was officially deified. 
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The Christian community in Rome 

“And so we came to Rome.” With these six words, 
Acts records Paul’s arrival in the imperial city. While 
it is likely that Paul reached Rome about A.p. 60, we 
are less sure of when Christianity first arrived. In his 
letter to the Romans, written sometime between 54 
and 58, Paul notes, “I have longed for many years to 
come to you, [and] I hope to see you. . . as I go to 
Spain.” So we can surmise at least that a Christian 
community predated the wnting of this letter. 

One popular theory speculates that Chris- 


tianity was introduced to Rome by Jews after their 
return from a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, perhaps in the 
early 40’s, possibly as early as the 30’s. 

Claudius, Caligula’s successor, ruled as emperor 
from 41 to 54. His reign was marked by numerous 
successes, among them the addition of Britain to the 
Roman Empire in 44, the expansion of road building, 
improved communications, development of an impe- 
rial administration not unlike the American civil ser- 
vice system, and reorganization of the treasury. He 
was an able administrator who brooked no agitations. 
When the Jews and Greeks clashed in Alexandria and 
Antioch, Claudius backed the Jews but also sent a let- 
ter admonishing the Alexandrians to live peacefully or 
face his wrath. He then warned the Jews against 
bringing more of their brethren into these cities. 

Suetonius, in his biography of Claudius, wrote, 
“Because the Jews at Rome caused continuous distur- 
bances at the instigation of Chrestus [possibly a mis- 
understanding of Christus, or Christ], he expelled 
them from the city.” This expulsion apparently took 
place in 49, indicating that Roman authorities did not 
at that time differentiate between Jews and Christians. 
How many were expelled? Acts records that Claudius 
“commanded all the Jews to leave Rome,” but it is 
unlikely that total expulsion could have been en- 
forced. Probably Claudius sent away those Jews who 
were especially involved in the conflicts over Christ. 
For among those forced to leave Rome were Aquila 
and Priscilla, the tentmakers who became Paul’s com- 
panions in Corinth. Certainly, they were vigorous 
supporters of the Christian movement. 


Pagan life 

Jupiter, Juno, Mars, Hercules, Pomona. To a first- 
century Roman, these were but a few of the gods that 
populated the heavens and ruled his life. Throughout 
the Roman world, pagans, who far outnumbered the 
monotheistic Jews and Christians, worshiped a pan- 
theon of gods with vastly different characteristics and 


origins. In addition to major deities, such as Jupiter 
and Juno, they heeded a host of household gods, spir- 
its of the countryside, spirits of ancestors, protectors 
of towns, even deified emperors. 

A typical Roman believed that gods controlled 
nearly every activity in the world and that paying 
homage to them would guarantee success or at least 
stave off disaster. For example, a Roman farmer solic- 
ited Pomona, goddess of fruit, and Ceres, goddess of 
creation and growth, for a successful harvest; while a 
homeowner might make offerings to Janus Patulcius, 
charged with opening doors, or Janus Clusivius, re- 
sponsible for closing them. 

Though the Romans appeased their gods through 
prayer and sacrifice, their religion had little relation to 
moral actions, which were determined more by social 
or familial codes of behavior. Success, not sin, was 
the prime concern. Cicero writes, “Jupiter is called 
Best and Greatest because he does not make us just 
sober or wise but healthy and rich and prosperous.” 

Some gods were known by several names, and 
communicating with them could bea tricky business. 
For example, a prayer to the goddess Diana might be 
addressed to “Diana, Latonia, Juno Lucina, Trivia, 
Luna,” with perhaps a phrase such as “or whatever 
name you wish to be called” added at the end. 

While prayers were an integral part of pagan wor- 
ship, most people believed that sacrifice was the truly 
effective way to influence the gods. In Roman tem- 
ples, oxen, cows, goats, lambs, horses, bulls, rams, 
and even dogs were sacrificed regularly. For one spe- 
cial event—Caligula’s coronation—160,000 cows 
were offered up in a three-month period! 

Complex rules and elaborate rituals governed the 
ceremony; a mistake in form or the presentation of an 
imperfect offering would void the effort. Presiding at 
the event could be either an official of the government 
or a private citizen, anyone who was requesting a spe- 
cial favor or giving thanks for a prayer fulfilled. A 
procession that included the worshipers, the sacrificial 
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Concern with the gods permeated pagan Roman life. The painting on this bedroom 
wall from first-century Pompeii depicts a round-walled tholus, or altar enclosure, of 
an open-air sanctuary, with suspended branches and fruit on the altar as offerings. 
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Children march in a pagan 
religious procession depicted on 
a wall in Ostia. Located at the 
mouth of the Tiber, Ostia was 
Rome’s harbor. Christianity 
arrived there probably in the 
second century, competing with 
other popular religions imported 
jrom the Middle East as well 

as the old Roman cults. 
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animal—often decorated with ribbons—and perhaps 
a band of musicians would approach the temple of the 
god to whom the sacrifice was being made. The ani- 
mal was led to an altar outside the temple, where the 
priest, after washing his hands, would sprinkle its 
head with sacred flour and salt, as attendants steadied 
it. A prayer would be offered, the animal would be 
dealt a swift blow to the head to stun it, then it was 
slaughtered and cut in pieces. Attendants made certain 
that the organs were faultless, because any imperfec- 
tion would invalidate the ceremony. Finally, the of- 
fering was burnt on an altar. 

For household oblations, the object offered did not 
have to be an animal—the family gods might be pre- 
sented with grain or wine—as long as it connoted life 
and contributed to the god’s vitality. An undernour- 
ished deity would be too weak perhaps to guarantee 
good results. Thus those animal parts believed to be 
the most vital—kidneys, liver, heart—were usually 
proffered to the gods, while the rest was eaten by 
worshipers, or the meat was sold. 


And what of daily life among Roman pagans? First- 
century Rome, the capital of an enormous empire that 
stretched from Britain in the west to Cappadocia (in 
moder Turkey) in the east, was a cosmopolis of 
more than 1 million people. To call its residents Ro- 
mans may be a mistake, for, as Seneca tells us, more 
than half the population came from abroad. A typical 
street scene might include “Moorish slaves leading 
elephants about; fair-haired Germans of the Imperial 
Guard; Egyptians with shorn heads; a Greek profes- 
sor, his scrolls in charge of the Nubian slave at his 
heels; Oriental princes . . . wild men from Britain.” 

The majority of Rome’s citizens in the first century 
were poor and depended on the government for free 
grain and such amenities as public baths and entertain- 
ment. Most lived in overcrowded tenements, and 
many were disease ridden. At the same time, there 
existed a new elite of high government officials (often 
wealthy former imperial slaves), military leaders, no- 
bles from the provinces, and rich businessmen, who 
enjoyed many of the same benefits that had heretofore 
been reserved for the urban aristocracy. 

Life revolved around the family household, which 
consisted of the father, mother, children, and often 
various other relatives, as well as several slaves and 
perhaps a dozen or so freedmen. The father, or paterfa- 
milias, dominated. He could decide whether or not to 
accept and raise a newborn infant, and all his sons 
remained under his authority until his death. 


Peter in Rome 
Although tradition from the late second century on- 
ward holds that Peter was head of the Roman church, 
the New Testament does not mention him in that 
city. Scholars have long differed over when Peter ar- 
rived in Rome and some question whether he ever did. 
Mysteriously, Peter disappears early from Acts, 
which merely reports that “he departed and went to 
another place.” Given his prominence in the four 
Gospels, this is puzzling. Four times, a list of Apostles 


appears in the New Testament; each time Peter heads 
the list. His influence during the lifetime of Jesus was 
unmatched, and of the Twelve, Peter was the most 
important during the church’s early days in Jerusalem, 
acting as spokesman, leader, miracle worker, chief 
evangelist, and mediator. 

Some have argued that Peter left for Rome after his 
last appearance in Acts. Yet Paul makes no mention of 
Peter when he writes his letter to the Romans. Surely 
he would have at least sent greetings. Peter’s own first 
letter, if it was, in fact, written by him, may provide a 
clue to his whereabouts. Addressed to the “exiles of 
the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, 
and Bithynia,” the letter implies that he at least visited 
Rome, for it sends greetings from “Babylon,” used in 
Revelation as a code name for the city. 

Not until the second century do written clues ap- 
pear, presented as derivations of earlier oral tradition, 
concerning Peter’s whereabouts. Irenaeus speaks of 
“Peter and Paul... preaching at Rome, and laying 
the foundations of the Church.” The early Christian 
theologian Tertullian refers to the martyrdom of Pe- 
ter, Paul, and John in Rome. Origen, quoted by Euse- 
bius, claims Peter was crucified —head downward— 
in Rome. Eusebius himself writes that Peter and Paul 
were killed in Rome, and their names “still remain in 
the cemeteries of that city.” 

In the 1940’s excavations beneath St. Peter’s Basili- 
ca, built on the site of a shrine to Peter erected by 
the fourth-century emperor Constantine, unearthed a 
long row of mausoleums. Archaeologists uncovered a 
grave containing, so they thought, the bones of Peter. 
However, closer examination proved them to be the 
bones of a woman. Later, a Vatican official rescued 
other bones from an opening in a wall exposed during 
the earlier excavations. After careful checking, the 
bones were found to match Peter’s description—a 
powerfully built man in his late sixties. Have Peter’s 
remains been found at last? Archaeologists, scholars, 
and theologians are still debating the find. 


As Rome burned 

A full summer moon hovered in the predawn sky over 
Rome on July 19, 64. Suddenly, flames enveloped a 
row of shops in the vicinity of the Circus Maximus, 
the great arena near the Palatine Hill. Fanned by 
winds, the fire quickly spread to adjoining shops and 
swept the length of the Circus. Before long it had be- 
come a conflagration raging out of control. The histo- 
rian Tacitus recorded the scene: “First, the fire swept 
violently over the level spaces. Then it climbed the 
hills—but returned to ravage the lower ground again. 
It outstripped every counter-measure. . . . Terrified, 
shrieking women, helpless old and young, people 
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The above carving of a pagan 
altar may have belonged to the 
family of Quintus Aurelius 
Symmachus, a Roman senator 
who despite friendship with 
Christian converts remained a 
stubborn defender of paganism 
and an opponent of Christianity 
all his life. The painting, left, 
from a house at Pompeii, adoms 
a shrine where offerings of food 
would have been left for the 
household gods. The shrine is 
part of the atrium, which served 
as both central hallway and a 
room for receiving guests. 
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intent on their own safety, people unselfishly support- 
ing invalids or waiting for them, fugitives and linger- 
ers alike—all heightened the confusion.” 

The fire spread furiously. When some citizens tried 
to fight back the flames, others stopped them. Still 
others threw lit torches to feed the conflagration. 
Tacitus notes that these arsonists claimed “they acted 
under orders. Perhaps they had . . . or they may just 
have wanted to plunder unhampered.” 

Nero rushed to Rome from his palace at Antium, 
reaching the city just in time to see the Palatine palace 
engulfed in flames. The Domus Transitoria, a man- 
sion he had only just built, was a pile of smoldering 
ash. The emperor wasted no time before directing the 
fire fighting and supervising the provision of shelter 
and food for the homeless. The fire burned for nine 
days and left most of the city—10 of its 14 regions— 
in ruins. Thousands lost their lives and the streets 
were filled with distraught, displaced persons. 


Scapegoats found 

Although Nero had come quickly to his subjects’ aid, 
a rumor accusing him of ordering the fire circulated 
through the burnt-out streets. Indeed, an embellish- 
ment of it alleged that Nero had burst into song in his 
palace tower as he watched the fire envelop the city. 
The emperor immediately began detailed planning for 
Rome’s reconstruction, but the rumors continued. 
According to Tacitus, “to suppress this rumor, Nero 
fabricated scapegoats—and punished with every re- 
finement the notoriously depraved Christians (as they 
were popularly called).” 

Christians were arrested, and as Tacitus explains, 
“their deaths were made farcical.” Nero reveled in 
their persecutions and offered his gardens in which to 
stage the grisly spectacle. In the barbaric tortures, 
some victims were sewn into animal skins and torn 
apart by dogs as crowds jeered. Others were cruci- 
fied. Still others were set afire and used as torches 
while the horrors stretched into the night. Through it 


all, Nero mingled cheerfully with the crowd and even 
mounted his chariot, dressed as a charioteer. 

Nero’s persecution of the Christians was a grue- 
some testament to growing resentment against the 
early church. It was also proof that in the 20 years 
since the reign of Claudius, Rome’s Christians had 
been recognized as a group distinct from the Jews. 
But why were they the object of such wrath? 

For one thing, they were a minority; for another, 
they refused to participate in pagan religious rites. 
Tacitus provides other clues. He describes them as 
“depraved” and labels their religion “deadly supersti- 
tion,” “mischief,” and “shameful practices.” He states 
that they were convicted “not so much for incendia- 
rism as for their anti-social tendencies,” an explana- 
tion that mirrors the Greeks’ misanthropia (“hatred of 
mankind”) label, which was attached originally to the 
Jews. Tacitus’ opinion is telling, for he was more than 
a historian; he was a member of the aristocracy and a 
friend of several emperors. Hence his feelings toward 
Christians may reflect the aristocratic viewpoint. Sue- 
tonius, a writer and government official, also justified 
Nero’s crucifixion of the Christians by explaining 
they were proponents of “a new and mischievous reli- 
gious belief.” The accusations were false; but in the 
long run, the suspicions that had been aroused by 
them could be justified, as Christians began to subvert 
the values and beliefs of pagans. 

Official Rome, before Nero’s persecution, had gen- 
erally singled out Christians only when their actions 
threatened the empire’s peace or security, and in this 
the Jews sometimes aided them. In Acts, for example, 
a group of Jews takes Jason and some of the brethren 
to the local magistrate and proclaims, “These men 
who have turned the world upside down have come 
here also . . . and they are all acting against the de- 
crees of Caesar, saying that there is another king, Je- 
sus.” Thus, as Christianity began to blossom, it 
evoked a growing measure of hostility among both 
Roman officials and former Jewish colleagues. 
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Simon Magus 


Peter is in Rome to refute the apparent mir- 
acles ofa false messiah, Simon Magus. Asa 
massive crowd awaits the outcome, Simon, 
who has won the initial skirmishes already, 
is now pushed to the brink and boasts he 
will prove his divinity by flying “up unto 
God.” Leaping from a wooden tower, the 
Magus [magician], aided either by magic 
spells or by demons, sails across the sky, 
seemingly victorious. The crowd looks to 
Peter for his reaction. The Apostle im- 
plores the Lord Jesus to have Simon “fall 
from the height and be disabled; and let 
him not die but . . . break his leg in three 
places.” The imposter plummets to the 
ground. He is carried off, his leg broken in 
three places, at last humiliated. This tale, 
from the apocryphal Acts of Peter, is one of 
many Simon Magus stories. 

There may have been more than one Si- 
mon. In Acts, a Simon without the epithet 
of Magus appears as a Samaritan magician 
converted to Christianity by Philip the 
Deacon. Later, Simon offers to buy from 
Peter the apostolic power of bestowing the 
Holy Spirit through the laying on of hands. 
Peter rebukes him fiercely, and Simon 
repents. From this episode we derive the 
term simony, the buying and selling of ec- 
clesiastical powers or offices. 

While there is no reason to assume that 
Simon’s conversion and repentance were 
not genuine, some early Christian writers 
seized upon the character of Simon and 
transformed him into the founder ofa rival, 
heretical sect. Whether or not he was the 
same as the one in Acts is uncertain. It may 
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have been another or even mythical Simon 
who made a number of pronouncements 
concerning himself and his consort, Hele- 
na. She was a former prostitute whom he 
proclaimed as the Holy Spirit. 

This Simon claimed that the God who 
created this world was not the highest God, 
“but that the highest God is another who 
alone is good and who has remained un- 
known up to this time.” He proclaimed 


Jesus to strike him down. 
An early Christian 
account of this amazing 
event asks if it was a sin 
to believe Simon, since 
he apparently did 
perform miracles. If so, 
then was it not sinful 

to have believed Jesus on 
the strength of his signs 
and works of power? 


himself the unknown God, saying he had 
descended from heaven through a succes- 
sion of cosmic spheres to this earth in order 
to be reunited with Helena, who in earlier 
lives had been Helen of Troy and, before 
that, the mother of the angels and other 
divine powers. This man’s followers were 
the Simonians, a Gnostic sect that remained 
active throughout late antiquity. (See pages 
128—131 for more on Gnosticism.) 


Simon Magus falls from 
the sky as Peter calls on 
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The emperor Nero was already 
unpopular for his many misdeeds 
by the time that the great fire of 
A.D. 64 destroyed half of Rome. 
Nero blamed the Christians for 
the fire, and Peter and Paul 

are thought to have perished in 
the ensuing persecution. 
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The pleasure-loving Nero 

Who was this man, who could glory in crucifixions 
and reputedly fiddle while Rome burned? Only 16 in 
A.D. 54, when he inherited the emperor’s mantle from 
his adoptive father, Claudius, Nero looked like a wor- 
thy successor. He was described as handsome and 
headstrong and interested in improving Rome’s arts 
and education. Owing to his youth, control of the 
empire was at first in the hands of his mother, Agrip- 
pina, his prefect of the Praetorian Guard, Burrus, and 
his tutor, Seneca. Under their direction, Rome pros- 
pered. But the good times were not to last. 

The young emperor apparently both loved and hat- 
ed his mother, who clearly dominated him. By 59 he 
had tired of her oppressiveness. Anxious to assert his 
own independent authority, he ordered her death. 
Three years later Burrus died and Seneca retired. 
Nero’s rule rapidly degenerated. 

Nero gloried in the enormous wealth of his posi- 
tion; he used gold thread for his fishing nets, never 
wore the same robe twice, and had his mules shod 
with silver. An unabashed hedonist, the emperor rev- 
eled in orgies and debauchery. He had his 19-year-old 
wife murdered so that he could marry his current mis- 
tress, then later killed the mistress. 

For all his wantonness, Nero had a lifelong interest 
in the arts. He was an ardent admirer of all things 
Greek—much to the dismay of his Roman sub- 
jects. He introduced Greek games and arts 
. contests to the Romans, wrote poetry, 

played the lyre, and also fancied himself a 

hS\ | talented singer. Both architecture and 
town planning seemed to fascinate him. 
Unfortunately, Nero’s hedonism and 
interest in the arts were not matched by at- 
tention to the details of empire. Unlike his 
predecessors, for example, he never visited 
the legionary camps. The Roman Senate hated 
him for his abuses and his cavalier attitude toward 
the once august body. A senatorial conspiracy against 


him was discovered in 65, and its organizers, includ- 
ing Seneca, were killed or banished. 

Nero became even more tyrannical, claiming he 
was the equal of Apollo and the other gods. He 
fanned the flames of discord by encouraging the cult 
of emperor worship and erected a huge statue of him- 
self in Rome. Revolts broke out throughout the 
empire, but Nero seemed not to care. 

The end was fast approaching. When his trusted 
body guards deserted him, Nero’s death was assured. 
He fled Rome, and the Senate declared him a public 
enemy, ordering his arrest. Hiding from his pursuers, 
Nero soon realized he had little hope of escape. In de- 
spair, he foresaw his death and cried out repeatedly, 
“Alas, what an artist is dying in me.” Suicide ap- 
peared to him preferable to death by public flogging 
(standard punishment in Rome for enemies of state), 
yet Nero—dagger in hand—hesitated. 

“How ugly and vulgar my life has become! This 
certainly is no credit to Nero.” As the horses of the 
Praetorian Guard approached, Nero raised the knife 
to his throat and, according to Suetonius, whispered a 
line of poetry: “Hark to the sound I hear! It is hooves 
of galloping horses.” Trembling, he seized the dagger 
and plunged it into his throat. 

At the time of Nero’s death in 68, the Roman Em- 
pire was poised on a dangerous precipice. The threat 
of civil war was hanging heavy in the air, and the Jews 
in Judea had already begun a revolt that would forever 
alter the face of Christianity. 


The Jewish War 

Nero’s reign was marked by an amazing indifference 
to the troubles that were brewing throughout his vast 
empire. But nowhere were the threats more serious to 
the stability of the Pax Romana than in the province of 
Judea. Since the time of Tiberius, the Jews in Palestine 
had suffered the corruption and excesses of a series of 
inept, and worse, Roman governors; they were losing 
patience with their rulers and beginning to rebel. 


By 66, during the term of Gessius Florus, the Jews 
decided they had had enough. In response to a pagan 
sacrifice that was set deliberately in front of a syna- 
gogue in Caesarea, a delegation of Jews protested to 
Florus. He had them arrested, and further fanned the 
flames of rebellion by taking money from the Temple 
treasury. Then he ordered Roman troops to raid the 
markets in Jerusalem, with the result that some 3,600 
Jewish men, women, and children were slaughtered. 
Judea’s Jews, led in part by the intensely rebellious 
sect called Zealots, took up arms against the Romans 
in a widespread revolt. 

But they were not wholly united in their determi- 
nation to topple Roman rule. Many of Jerusalem’s 
leaders and the high priests, who had long collaborat- 
ed with the Romans, counseled peace. They were op- 
posed by the Zealots and the Sicarii (from Latin sica, a 
dagger). This latter group, with daggers concealed in 
their garments, assassinated Roman collaborators. 


Rebel successes 

The Roman client king Herod Agrippa II sent 2,000 
horsemen to assist the leaders and priests, who were 
occupying the upper city, while the lower city and the 
Temple were already controlled by rebels. The insur- 
gents scored a series of surprising victories. They 
drove the cavalry out of the upper city and set fire to 
the archives, where all debts were recorded, hoping 
to encourage the poorer citizens, out of gratitude, to 
join them in their rebellion. They also captured and 
set fire to the Antonia fortress. By late summer the 
evolutionists had taken over the whole of Jerusalem. 
Cestius Gallus, the Syrian military governor, led the 
crack 12th Legion down the coast from Antioch to 
suppress the rebellion in Jerusalem. Miraculously, the 
yutnumbered, undertrained Jews held off Gallus’ le- 
xionnaires and auxiliaries and forced them to retreat. 
The rebels then pursued Gallus and killed his entire 
100-man rear guard. Reassured by their victories, the 
ews went so far as to mint their own coins. 


Two of the few surviving parts 
of Nero’s Golden House are the 
lavishly decorated underground 
room, above, and the octagonal 
hall, below. His enormous 
palace featured a circular dining 
room with a revolving roof, 
sulfur and seawater baths, a 
park with an artificial lake and 
a zoo, and a 120-foot-tall statue 
of Nero himself. Nero 
reportedly said on moving in, 
“Good, now I can at last begin 
to live like a human being!” 
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When Nero heard of the defeat, he dispatched his 

' top commander, General Titus Flavius Vespasian, to 

R: ee eu gi. ' A quell the rebellion. The skilled military strategist, ac- 
Z Fah a es 2 Sn companied by three legions of infantry, plus cavalry 


Be See and engineers, advanced on Galilee. Despite the string 
Foe ee <7 — —_ of fortresses that Josephus, commander of the Jewish 


forces in Galilee, had built there, the region fell to the 
Romans. (Josephus was captured and saw the remain- 
der of the war, which he later documented, as a pris- 
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oner; he then defected to the Romans.) Vespasian’s 
troops seized the coast road next and moved inland, 
retaking territory after territory until, by a.p. 68, the 
Romans were ready to isolate Jerusalem. 

Nero’s suicide on June 9, 68, led to a temporary lull 
while Vespasian awaited orders. Three emperors 
came and went before Vespasian himself was named 
head of the realm. He sailed for Alexandria and Rome 
in 70, leaving his command—and the final siege of 


Jerusalem—in the able hands of his son Titus. When 
Titus reached the outskirts of the city, he had 80,000 
troops with him. He would need them. 

Jerusalem, while not impregnable, was heavily for- 
tified. On three sides, steep valleys provided natural 
fortifications. Troops could attack only from the 
north, where staunch walls and towers created three 
lines of defense. Titus mounted a classic military siege 
and after two weeks, Josephus records, his troops 


Struck by Jerusalem authorities 
during the second year of the 


Jewish War, this silver coin 


bears a bunch of fruit, perhaps 


pomegranates. The fruits are 


surrounded by the words 
“Jerusalem the Holy” in old 
Hebrew script. 


During the last desperate siege 
of Jerusalem, the Temple itself 
was finally assaulted and 
burned, against orders from 
Titus. In a reenactment of part 
of the battle, lefi, Roman 
soldiers rain arrows and javelins 
down upon the rebels from atop 
the Temple altar, while their 
comrades below attack the 
defenders in hand-to-hand 
combat. According to Josephus, 
“No pity was shown for age, 
no reverence for rank; children 
and greybeards, laity and 


priests alike were massacred.” 
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These potsherds, each inscribed 
with a single name, may be 
some of the lots that, according 
to the Jewish historian Josephus, 
were drawn by the last survivors 
at Masada to choose the person 
who would kill the others and 
then himself before the Romans 
broke through their defenses. 
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“became masters of the first wall.” Five days later the 
second wall fell and the legionnaires rushed in, but 
“the Jews, constantly growing in numbers and greatly 
at an advantage through their knowledge of the 
streets, wounded multitudes of the enemy.” 

The defenders’ victory was short-lived. Titus sealed 
off the town with a five-mile earthen wall and killed 
anyone caught attempting to breach it with supplies. 
The tactic yielded quick results. The inhabitants were 
soon wracked by starvation and disease. Thousands 
of corpses festered throughout the city and were 
tossed over the walls to the valleys below. 

Within a month Roman troops had reached the 
Temple. Titus offered to spare this holy sanctuary if 
only the rebels barricaded within would come outside 
to fight, but his offer was refused. Instead, the Jews 
themselves set fire to portions of the edifice rather 
than let the enemy take possession. When Roman 
troops, against Titus’ orders, continued the burning, 
he tried in vain to stop them. The Temple was pil- 
laged and torched, never to be rebuilt. “As the flames 
shot up, a cry, as poignant as the tragedy, arose from 
the Jews, who flocked to the rescue,” wrote Josephus, 
“lost to all thought of self-preservation, all husband- 
ing of strength, now that the object of all their past 
vigilance was vanishing.” 

The entire city was razed except for three staunch 
pillars in the northwest corner. Those Jews not 
slaughtered were carried off as slaves. Later, Titus 
marched triumphantly through Rome, bearing the 
golden menorah (candelabrum) from the Temple and 
parading before him hundreds of Jewish captives. 

The fortresses of Herodium and Machaerus were 
captured in Jerusalem’s wake. Only the now legend- 
ary Masada, set atop a steep rock outcropping, re- 
mained to be vanquished. Although the Romans had 
occupied the mountaintop fortress for 60 years, the 
Zealots had captured it in A.D. 66 and managed to 
hold it throughout the war. More of their group fled 
to Masada during Jerusalem’s fall and it was here they 


made their final stand. Flavius Silva, Judea’s new 
procurator, came up with an ingenious plan for 
breaching this heretofore impregnable fortress and 
snuffing out the Jewish rebellion. First, taking his cue 
from the siege of Jerusalem, he built a wall around the 
base of the mountain. Then he ordered his troops to 
begin work ona massive earthen ramp. Little by little, 
the ramp grew until it climbed 300 feet, with a plat- 
form and tower on top, and reached the fortress. 

A huge iron battering ram was wheeled up the 
ramp and used to crash through the main wall. Inside, 
a second wall of timber and earth, behind which the 
defenders were barricaded, was set ablaze. Masada’s 
occupants were doomed. Of some 960 men, women, 
and children all but 2 women and 5 children took their 
own lives, rather than submit to their Roman captors. 
The seven-year war had come to an end. 


What happened to the Christians 

While we know that the fall of Jerusalem and the 
Temple’s destruction dealt a severe blow to the Jews, 
it is less certain what happened to the Christians as a 
result of the conflict. Because so many were associat- 
ed with the Temple, some scholars believe that they 
probably perished along with their Jewish brethren. 
However, according to the historian Eusebius, the 
Christians, “commanded by a divine revelation,” left 
Jerusalem prior to the siege and settled beyond the 
Jordan in a town called Pella. Later tradition has it that 
some returned to Jerusalem after the war, but it was 
no longer the nucleus of the church. 

Jesus himself predicted that the Temple and even 
Jerusalem would be destroyed one day. Matthew re- 
corded his words: “So when you see the desolating 
sacrilege spoken of by the prophet Daniel, standing in 
the holy place . . . then let those who are in Judea flee 
to the mountains. . . . Pray that your flight may not 
be in winter or on a sabbath. For then there will be 
great tribulation, such as has not been from the begin- 
ning of the world . . . and never will be.” 


If Christians saw destruction of Jerusalem and the 
Temple as God’s punishment of Jews who rejected 
Jesus, Jews supporting the revolt would have seen as 
betrayers those Christians who remained neutral dur- 
ing the war. Later the rabbis added to the synagogue 
liturgy a prayer that condemned Jewish Christians. 
Henceforth, they could hardly join in worship at the 
synagogues. From now on, Christianity would devel- 
op separately from Judaism. Likewise, Judaism would 
undergo a momentous transformation. 


Mark’s Gospel 
It was during the turbulent times of the Jewish War 
that the first of the New Testament Gospels, the Gos- 
pel according to Mark, was probably written. Most 
biblical scholars believe it was composed around 70, 
though others think it could have been written as ear- 
ly as 45 to 60. The claim for 70 is based on Mark’s 
description of the destruction of the Temple, as 
prophesied by Jesus, in Chapter 13: “And as he came 
out of the temple, one of his disciples said to him, 
‘Look, Teacher, what wonderful stones and what 
wonderful buildings!’ And Jesus said to him, ‘Do you 
see these great buildings? There will not be left here 
one stone upon another, that will not be thrown 
down.’ ” And a parenthetical note that Mark adds in 
verse 14 indicates he knows his readers will under- 
stand the meaning. Additional references in Mark to 
persecutions of the Christians and the flight of the 
Jews also point to an authorship around 70. 
Though the author was a contemporary of the 
Apostles, his identity is a matter of scholarly debate. 
An influential second-century tradition points to 
Mark, Peter’s companion in Rome, who supposedly 
wrote down what Peter preached. Other early church 
historians followed this tradition and claimed the Gos- 
pel was written in Rome specifically for the church 
there. The congregation presumably would have been 
a mixture of Jews and Gentiles, for Mark assumes that 
his readers are familiar with the Jewish Scriptures and 


frequently alludes to them without direct quotation. 
Atthe same time, he carefully explains Jewish customs 
and translates Aramaic phrases into Greek. 

Considered the earliest of the Gospels, Mark’s 
work apparently was used as a source for the longer 
accounts of Matthew and Luke. It thus represents the 
first surviving attempt to commit to writing the oral 
traditions about Jesus’ life and the beginning of what 
came to be known as the New Testament. 


The evangelist Mark is pictured 
with his Gospel. According 

to the early church leader Papias 
(about 60-130), said to have 
known some of the people who 
actually saw Jesus, Mark was 
Peter’s interpreter in Rome and 
took down Peter’s recollections 
of Jesus as the basis for his 
Gospel. This view is accepted 
by many scholars. 
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Chapter Three 


HEIRS OF 
JESUS CHRIST 


As Christianity passed the half-century mark, 
the churches organized to meet new 
challenges. At the same time, the inspired 
work of writing down the “memoirs of 
the Apostles” got under way. 


it was Ephesus or Antioch, started writing an account of the beginnings 

of the faith that was the center of his life. Like others before him, he set 

out to recount the story of Jesus in order to show the divine character of Jesus’ 

mission. But he went further than others and also described the later deeds of the 

Apostles to demonstrate the power that he saw at work in the infant church. The 

result was a narrative in two volumes, which constitute the third of the New 

Testament Gospels and The Acts of the Apostles. Together they form the largest 

portion of the New Testament written by a single author. Each volume was 
about the length that would fill one large papyrus scroll. 

The author addressed his work—as was the custom in literary circles of the 
time—to a friend or patron, in his case a fellow Christian probably of consider- 
able social standing, whom he calls “most excellent Theophilus.” The name The- 
ophilus was popular among Greek-speaking Jews as well as non-Jews, and its mean- 
ing, “lover of God,” made it strikingly appropriate for the patron of such a 


A bout 50 years after the Crucifixion, a certain Christian in Rome, or perhaps 


The author of the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles is traditionally 
believed to have been a Gentile physician from Antioch who was an associate 
of the Apostle Paul. Here he is shown dictating his version of the story, 
assisted by fellow workers in Christ, including a scribe. 
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A doctor treats a child at the 
sanctuary of Amphiaraus, an 
ancient Greek healing center, 
in this detail from a bas-relief. 
Possibly, the work was 
dedicated as ant offering by the 
child’s grateful parents. Paul’s 
“beloved physician” Luke 
might have been the first 
Christian medical missionary. 
According to the church 
historian Eusebius, Luke was 
close not only to Paul but to 
other Apostles as well and 
learned his “spiritual healing 
art” from them. 


work. All we know for certain about Theophilus is 
that he had received instruction in the Christian faith. 

Though the author named the person to whom his 
work was addressed, he kept himself anonymous. At 
no point in his extensive work did he provide his 
name or specify his background or the city where he 
lived. It is apparent, however, that he was well edu- 
cated and a talented writer. Evidently he wished to 
draw attention not to his own identity but to the great 
story of Christ and his followers. Later generations 
could not honor his anonymity, however, and by the 
end of the second century the tradition was perma- 
nently established that the author was Luke, identified 
in the New Testament as “the beloved physician” and 
one of Paul’s “fellow workers.” Accordingly, the 
theologian Irenaeus, bishop of Lugdunum (present- 
day Lyons) late in the second century, wrote that 
“Luke, also, the companion of Paul, recorded in a 
book the Gospel preached by him [Paul].” Medical 
terminology sprinkled throughout the third Gospel 


once confirmed for many that the Luke referred to as 
the beloved physician was the book’s author. Such 
medical terms, however, would have been known to 
any educated person in the Roman world, so they are 
far from conclusive evidence. With the passage of cen- 
turies the tradition was further embroidered, and in 
later ages Luke became the patron saint of physicians, 
surgeons, and painters. 

According to one ancient source, which reflects 
how the legends about this man grew, Luke never 
married and lived to the age of 84. In 356 or 357 the 
emperor Constantius II had what were thought to be 
Luke’s relics moved from Thebes (in Greece) to Con- 
stantinople. In art, Luke is traditionally associated 
with the figure of an ox, one of the four creatures 
(man, lion, ox, and eagle) singing at the throne of 
God in Revelation 4:6—9, which is interpreted as an 
allegory of the four evangelists. The ascription of 
these anonymous writings to Luke is a reasonable 
conjecture, however, and even scholars who question 
the accuracy of the tradition still call the anonymous 
author Luke for the sake of convenience. 


The purpose of Luke’s writings 

Though Luke does not tell us his name, he does reveal 
many things about his purposes. In the first words of 
his Gospel he refers to the fact that “many have un- 
dertaken to compile a narrative of the things which 
have been accomplished among us.” Before and after 
Luke’s time other Gospels were written, all of them 
anonymously. Luke knew of these works and used at 
least some of them. Probably he had before him as he 
wrote a copy of what we know as the Gospel of 
Mark. His writing shows that he had studied it and 
felt free to take over much of its structure and lan- 
guage as a kind of skeleton for his longer Gospel. He 
was also familiar with a great many of Jesus’ deeds 
and teachings not included in Mark. Both the narra- 
tives in Mark and these extra stories had been handed 
down to Christians of Luke’s generation, he says, “by 


those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and 
ministers of the word.” The Gospel writer recognized 
that he was in the church’s second or third generation, 
looking back across events, striving to understand 
them in the light of God’s purposes. 

Luke wrote as a committed Christian to other 
Christians. He indicates that he had learned well the 
tapestry of tradition and wanted to write an orderly 
account that showed the truth of what had been 
taught. The word Luke uses here, which is common- 
ly translated as “truth,” actually means “certainty.” 
What he had in mind was not to pass along facts that 
anyone might grasp but rather to relate those events 
that demonstrate the certainty of God’s participation 
in the story from beginning to end. At practically ev- 
ery turning point in the narrative, Luke saw a divine 
intervention, a fulfillment of what he called “the defi- 
nite plan and foreknowledge of God.” 

Luke was writing in a time when the earliest Chris- 
tian community in Jerusalem had, as far as we know, 
ceased to exist, because the city was destroyed in 70. 
What had begun as the fulfillment of Jewish hopes for 
a Messiah was becoming primarily a Gentile move- 
ment. How could such a change take place? 

Through his two volumes Luke showed how God 
had brought Christians from the heart of Judaism to 
the heart of the Roman Empire. His story begins in 
the Jerusalem Temple with the priest Zechariah, who 
faithfully keeps God’s law. It describes Jesus’ birth as a 
descendant of David and his acclamation in the Tem- 
ple both as an infant and as a boy. It tells how God’s 
Spirit filled him at his baptism, but when he began to 
preach in the power of that Spirit he was rejected by 
the people of Nazareth among whom he had grown 
up. Though Jesus taught and healed and gathered dis- 
ciples, conflict continued to arise until he recognized 
that the time for his end had drawn near, and he began 
4a circuitous journey back to the center of Judaism, 
“for,” according to Luke, “it cannot be that a prophet 
should perish away from Jerusalem.” 


Many Christians 
from ancient times to 
the present have 
assumed that the 
Gospels were written 
by Apostles. Some 
Church Fathers 
themselves bolstered 
that assumption. For 
instance, the second- 
century Christian 
apologist Justin 
Martyr referred to the 
Gospels as “memoirs 
composed by the 
Apostles.” Actually, 
the Gospels of John 
and Matthew are the 
ones traditionally 
attributed to Apostles. 
Mark and Luke 
derive their apostolic 
authority by their 
association with Peter 
and Paul respectively. 
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The canonical Gospels were drawn from oral 
tradition about Jesus. Matthew, Luke, and possibly 

Mark may also have used a special collection of his sayings. 

The apocryphal gospels greatly expanded upon the canonical versions, 
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Luke had no desire to write something new. But, 
like the other Gospel writers, he shaped the tradition 
in retelling it so that his readers could sce patterns, 
purpose, and meaning in it. His story is unified by 
numerous threads that run through the tapestry from 
beginning to end. He stresses the universality of the 
new faith, the power of the Holy Spirit, the impor- 
tance of prayer, the dangers of wealth. He shows that 
both Jesus and later his followers were friends to the 
poor, to the outcasts of society, to sinners, lepers, tax- 
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collectors, Samaritans, and Gentiles. He emphasizes 
the importance of women among the disciples who 
traveled with Jesus, a role unprecedented in the an- 
cient Mediterranean world. By recounting the teach- 
ings of Jesus and the sermons of the Apostles, Luke 
makes his work as much a body of instruction and 
exhortation as of narrative and description. 


Meeting a need 

All the New Testament authors wrote not primarily 
for posterity but for contemporary Christians, en- 
deavoring to instruct, inspire, solve a problem, or 
chastise. The writings on the life of Jesus are called 
Gospels because they relate the “good news” of 
Christ’s teachings, life, death, and Resurrection. The 
word gospel comes from Old English godspell, “good 
news,” translated from Late Latin evangelium or Greek 
euangelion, both of which mean “good news.” 

Written versions of the traditions concerning 
Christ’s life and teachings almost certainly existed be- 
fore the Gospels and epistles were written, but none 
survived. They may have been compilations of Jesus’ 
sayings and parables or collections of key passages 
from the Scriptures with notes giving interpretations 
of them. For example, such a collection might have 
contained passages from the psalms and prophets 
showing how they were related to each other and to 
Christ. These collections came to be known as festi- 
monia, or “testimonies.” However, all of the material 
committed to writing—sayings and parables of Jesus, 
stories about his life, interpretations of Old Testament 
passages relating them to Christ—had originally been 
handed down by word of mouth (see page 31). 

In the early days of the church, oral tradition often 
enjoyed a higher prestige than any writing. Even when 
the epistles and Gospels began to circulate, the spoken 
word continued to be powerful. In those times, when 
every book had to be laboriously copied by hand, manu- 
Scripts were expensive and hard to obtain and people 
were used to learning stories and teachings by heart. 


There is little evidence that early Christians memo- 
rized lengthy passages of Jesus’ words or deeds, like 
the Greek minstrels who committed Homer to mem- 
ory or the rabbinic disciples who could recite the tradi- 
tions of the sages. Rather Christians continued to relate 
their traditions about Jesus mostly in short pieces, re- 
telling individual stories or groups of sayings for a par- 
ticular purpose. For reference they relied on the way 
these authoritative words were told to them, rather 
than looking them up in a book. Almost a century af- 
ter Mark wrote the first Gospel, Papias, bishop of Hi- 
erapolis in Asia Minor, still instinctively believed that 
the ear and the heart were much better carriers of tradi- 
tion than papyrus: “Things out of books,” he averred, 
“did not profit me so much as the utterances of a voice 
that lives and abides.” 

As time went on, however, people felt a need to 
preserve the oral tradition concerning Jesus’ life and 
teachings in written form. The Gospels and important 
sections of Paul’s letters were the result. 


Different points of view 

Itis hardly surprising that the Gospels, written by dif- 
ferent authors, at various times, and for a variety of 
purposes, exhibit some discrepancies. While they all 
focus on the life and teachings of Jesus, each presents a 
different point of view. Matthew and Luke most likely 
had read the Gospel of Mark, but neither felt obliged 
simply to repeat the traditions verbatim. Both writers 
changed the order of some events. Luke moved the re- 
jection at Nazareth from the middle to the beginning 
of Jesus’ ministry. Matthew grouped miracles from 
various sections of Mark in one section after the Ser- 
mon on the Mount. Both revised, sometimes exten- 
sively, the accounts they had received. All of them 
probably realized that these were narratives they had 
heard numerous times in many forms. It is important 
to remember that while the evangelists did base their 
stories on accepted tradition, they were not biogra- 
phers. Rather, they carefully crafted their Gospels to 


serve the different needs of their audiences. The over- 
riding purpose was to win converts and strengthen the 
faith of believers. Therefore, each evangelist empha~ 
sized different aspects of Christ’s life. 

Matthew addressed his Gospel to Jewish Christians 
involved in the conflicts between Christians and Jews 
in the troubled period after the destruction of the Jeru- 
salem Temple. He presents Jesus as the long-awaited 
Messiah promised in the Old Testament. Fittingly, 
his work begins by tracing “the genealogy of Jesus 
Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham” and 
includes numerous references linking the new church 
to the old Israel. He shapes his narration to emphasize 
Jesus as the authoritative teacher. Five times Jesus 
gives extended speeches to teach his disciples their re- 
sponsibilities as his followers. 

Like Matthew, John wrote to a church in conflict 
with Jewish synagogues as both were struggling for 
their existence after the Jewish War. In John’s Gospel, 
Jesus’ divine nature is revealed: “And the Word be- 
came flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and 
truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only 
Son from the Father.” John’s narrative is dramatically 
different from those of Matthew, Mark, and Luke (he 
probably did not know them). He includes none of 
the parables or exorcisms that are common in the first 
three Gospels. Instead, his Gospel is built around sev- 
en miraculous “signs” that Jesus performs and numer- 
ous extended discourses in which Christ reveals his 
divine nature and mission. John’s aim, as he notes 
near the end of his work, is “that you may believe that 
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing 
you may have life in his name.” 


The Synoptic Gospels 

Since the 18th century, scholars have termed Mat- 
thew, Mark, and Luke the Synoptic Gospels. This 
means that they share a single basic outline and many 
agreements of language and detail. If episodes from 
the three Gospels are scanned simultaneously with 


This scrap of a page from an 
Egyptian papyrus book, dating 
from the first half of the 

second century, is the oldest 
surviving piece of any New 
Testament book. The words are 
from John 18:31-33. Early 
Christian writings were usually 
circulated in what was then 

the innovative format of 

a book with pages, rather than 
the traditional scroll used 

by both Jews and pagans of the 
Roman world. 
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their texts side by side, it is quickly apparent that they 
contain very similar material. In many places, whole 
sentences and even paragraphs are practically identical 
in the Greek original. (First used in this sense by the 
German Bible scholar J.J. Griesbach in 1776, synoptic 
is based on the Greek word synopsis, “view at the 
same time, simultaneous viewing.”) In fact, 606 of 
Mark’s 661 verses appear in some form in Matthew. 
Likewise, 380 of Mark’s 661 verses can be found in 
Luke’s Gospel. The most widely accepted explanation 
for these relationships is that Mark’s was the first Gos- 
pel to be written and that both Matthew and Luke 
revised and expanded Mark’s version. In addition to 
the material they have taken from Mark, both Mat- 
thew and Luke have also incorporated about 250 
verses of other material that is very similar in both 
books. This material comprises much of Jesus’ teach- 
ing, most of the Sermon on the Mount, including the 
Lord’s Prayer and the Beatitudes, and such miracles as 
the healing of the centurion’s servant. 

The great majority of scholars agree that, in addi- 
tion to Mark’s Gospel, there had to be a second source 
used by Luke and Matthew but one that was not com- 
plete and thus has not survived the centuries. Scholars 
have dubbed this long-vanished source Q from the 
German Quelle, “source,” and believe it to have been 
a compendium of Jesus’ sayings. 

One solution to the problem of four Gospels was 
hit upon by an Assyrian-born, Greek-educated man 
named Tatian, who lived in Rome between 150 and 


A Roman amanuensis (secretary) took notes on a 
wax tablet that served the same purpose as a modern 
scratch pad. Only when the writing reached the 
stage of a finished draft was pen put to papyrus. 
The ink wells and pen at left are no doubt similar to 
those used by Mark and Luke in their capacity as 
assistants to Peter and Paul. 


165. Tatian took the texts of the four Gospels and 
melded them into one continuous text, the Diatessa- 
ron, literally “through four.” This harmony, or syn- 
thesis, became the standard Gospel text for several 
hundred years in many Christian communities of the 
East. (It may have been used, for example, by the 
congregation based in the Dura-Europos house- 
church described on pages 145-146.) 


The canon of four Gospels 

Almost since their creation, the works that comprise 
the New Testament have been controversial. Debates 
on the evangelists’ sources began in earnest about 200 
years ago (they were anticipated by Augustine’s The 
Harmony of the Gospels, however, written in 400). But 


arguments over which texts were legitimate, or ca- 
nonical, go back nearly 2,000 years. The term canon 
comes from Greek kanon, “carpenter’s rule,” but by 
late antiquity the word was used in both Greek and 
Latin in the sense of “model, standard, norm.” 
About 140 Marcion (see pages 131-132), the son of 
a bishop in northern Asia Minor and himselfa wealthy 
shipowner, tried to reform the church by rejecting the 
Old Testament and drawing up a list of authoritative 
Scripture to replace it. He named only one of the Gos- 
pels—a version of Luke, edited to remove what he 
thought were false additions. And he included 10 of 
Paul’s letters. Marcion’s proposals set off a fierce con- 
troversy and helped to clarify the views of many 
Chnistians even as they rejected Marcion’s ideas. 
Near the end of the second century, the Gospels of 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John were proclaimed to 
be canonical by Bishop Irenaeus. He explained, 
“Since there are four zones of the world . . . and four 
principal winds, while the Church is scattered 
throughout all the world... it is fitting that she 
should have four pillars. . . . [God] has given us the 
Gospel under four aspects but bound together by one 
Spirit.” The New Testament, built around the core of 
the “fourfold gospels,” was beginning to take shape. 
By the year 300, all four of the Gospels, The Acts of 
the Apostles, and most of Paul’s letters were generally 
accepted as authoritative. There were, however, other 
works—the Gospel of Peter, the Epistle of Barnabas, 
The Letter to the Hebrews, and Revelation—that 
were appproved by some and questioned by others. 
Thanks to a fragment of a late-second-century doc- 
ument known as the Muratorian Canon (from the 
name of the Italian librarian, Lodovico Muratori, who 
discovered it in the Ambrosian Library in Milan in 
1740), we know which works were accepted by the 
early Roman church. The list, written in very poor 
Latin, probably a translation from Greek, includes the 
four Gospels; Acts; 13 letters of Paul (Hebrews is not 
mentioned); Jude; 1, 2, and perhaps 3 John; and The 


Revelation to John. It says that John the Apostle was 
the author of the fourth Gospel ard Revelation and 
recounts a colorful legend about how John decided to 
write a Gospel. Perhaps surprisingly, it also includes 
in the New Testament the Apocalypse of Peter and The 
Wisdom of Solomon. (The latter is now in the Apocry- 
pha. See pages 134-137 for other early Christian writ- 
ings.) The Muratorian Canon calls the latter work 
“Wisdom, written by the friends of Solomon in his 
honor.” Later lists varied somewhat. 

It was only in 367 that a list of 27 books identical to 
the present-day New Testament appeared, as part of 
an Easter festival letter written by Athanasius, bishop 
of Alexandria. In 397 the Council of Carthage pub- 
lished an identical one. While the Church Fathers and 
local councils pronounced on the legitimacy of Chris- 
tian writings, it was really the communities them- 
selves that provided the true tests of what would be 
included in the canon. The New Testament was based 
finally on writings that had proved popular and useful 
for reading in the scattered congregations. This can be 
seen in the long-standing reluctance to approve the 
shorter epistles—2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, James, and 
Jude—which were circulated less widely in the early 
church. Thus, the canon of Christian writings came 
from the bottom up, instead of being handed down 
by the church authorities. 


What the letters teach us 

“T, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand,” 
notes the Apostle at the conclusion of his first letter to 
the church in Corinth. Letters make up about a third 
of the New Testament; 13 are ascribed to Paul, 1 each 
to Jude and James, and 2 to Peter; 3 are anonymous 
but have traditionally been attributed to John, and 
Hebrews is anonymous but was traditionally credited 
to Paul. These 21 works reflect the life of the church 
in its early years, when so many issues and problems 
were being threshed out in the daily lives of Chris- 
tians. They are anything but dry theological treatises. 
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Paul’s letters read, for the most part, like the candid, 
unceremonious communications he intended them to 
be. Although many of them are addressed to Chris- 
tian communities troubled by one conflict or another, 
most contain the warm tone of a friend writing to a 
friend. Difficulties in understanding the letters often 
arise because today we are reading only one side of a 
two-way conversation. The original addressees 
would have recognized allusions and references that 
remain obscure to us. 

In Paul’s day a typical letter in Greek contained an 
introductory section, a main body, and a conclusion. 
Paul modified that style slightly, beginning with an 
opening, followed by a thanksgiving or blessing, the 
body, an advice section, and a closing. His format be- 
came a standard that was copied by others to commu- 
nicate within the early church. Paul’s letters reflected 


such a highly personal style that many of his readers 
must have felt his very presence, as one of his emissar- 
ies read his words out loud to a congregation. He 
wrote to these converts like a father addressing his 
children, here filled with pride and love, there angered 
over some of their failings. 

In the years after Paul’s death, a large number of 
coworkers continued his ministry, and some of the 
letters attributed to Paul have been thought to come 
from this period. Although 1 and 2 Timothy and Ti- 
tus, for example, are labeled as Paul’s work, they are 
so different in style, vocabulary, and content from 
Paul’s other letters that many scholars doubt that he 
was the author. Since the 18th century these have 
been called pastoral letters because they were written 
to advise church leaders on pastoral and ecclesiastical 
matters. Among their distinctive characteristics, the 
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Sayings of Jesus Not Included in the Gospels 


A rich body of sayings and parables attrib- 
uted to Jesus but omitted from the four 
Gospels of the New Testament lived on in 
oral tradition. Known as agrapha, “unwrit- 
ten things,” some came to be included in 
writings of other Christian authors: 

No man that is not tempted shall obtain the 
kingdom of heaven. This saying is quoted by 
Tertullian, the first major Christian author 
to write in Latin. 

Ask ye for the greater things, and the small 
shall be added unto you: and ask for the heavenly 
things, and the earthly shall be added unto you. 
The third-century theologian Origen of 
Alexandria preserved this saying, which he 
quotes in his treatise On Prayer. 


A letter attributed to Clement of Rome 
says that “when the Lord himself was asked 
by someone when his kingdom would 
come, he said: ‘When the two shall be one, and 
the outside as the inside, and the male with the 
Jemale neither male nor female.’ ” 

He that is near me is near the fire. He that is 
far from me is far from the kingdom. This say~ 
ing, along with more sayings and parables 
attributed to Jesus, appears in the nonca- 
nonical book the Gospel of Thomas. Some 
of the material could possibly be authentic, 
but there is no way of knowing for certain. 
Here, from the Gospel of Thomas, is another 
example, a parable that might have been 
told by Jesus. It follows directly after the 


parable of the leaven, which is also found in 
Matthew 13:33 and Luke 13:20—21. All of 
these parables deal with the hidden ways 
that God’s rule may work in people’s lives. 


The Jar of Flour 


The kingdom of the Father is like a woman who 
was carrying a jar full of flour. While she was 
walking on a road far from home, the handle of 
the jar broke and the flour spilled behind her on 
the road. She did not know it: she had not noticed 
the problem. When she reached her house, she put 
the jar down and discovered that it was empty. 


In other words, the kingdom of heaven 
may be lost if we are negligent. 


three letters, which are addressed to Paul’s compan- 
ions Timothy and Titus, contain some 175 words that 
appear nowhere else in Paul’s writings. Furthermore, 
they do not fit in with what we otherwise know of 
Paul’s life. To have written them he would have to 
have been released from prison in Rome and have 
traveled extensively in the Aegean area that he had 
planned never to visit again. 

The origin of the Letter to the Hebrews is another 
mystery. In the second and third centuries, the 
churches in the Eastern empire attributed it to Paul, 
while churches in the West denied that Paul was the 
author. It is unlike Paul’s letters in both style and 
ideas. Indeed, it is more a treatise—arguing the signif- 
icance of Christianity’s new covenant over the old 

‘covenant of Israel—than a letter and does not open 
with an address to a specific church. 

The remaining letters, James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2, 
and 3 John, and Jude—often called the general letters 
or catholic epistles because they were thought to be 
for general circulation among the Christian commu- 
nities of their day—raise similar questions. First Peter 
was probably written from Rome to encourage be- 
lievers in Asia Minor who were being persecuted and 
was widely read in the early church. In 96, Clement of 
Rome (later known as Pope Clement J) referred to it, 
as did the subsequent Church Fathers Polycarp and 
Irenaeus. The latter claimed it was written by the 
Apostle Peter. Scholars have had difficulty accepting 
his assumption, however, because the letter’s polished 
Greek seems unlikely as the product of an uneducated 
fisherman. Some believe that his secretary, Silvanus, 
who is mentioned in the last verses of the letter, wrote 
it based on Peter’s teachings. In any event, its com- 
panion letter, 2 Peter, which was written to warn 
Christians against false teachers, is strikingly different 
in both style and purpose. The short, 25-verse letter, 
Jude, is similar in content to 2 Peter and is traditional- 
ly thought to have been written by Jude, who was a 
kinsman of Jesus. 


A tradition claiming that James, head of the Jerusa- 
lem church, is the author of the letter bearing his 
name, has little support. More a collection of wise 
sayings and exhortations than a letter, it sets guide- 
lines for Christian living. Within its 108 verses are 
about 60 commands urging the practice of a life of 
faith. Among these are: “Let the lowly brother boast 
in his exaltation, and the rich in his humiliation, be- 
cause like the flower of the grass he will pass 
away. ... Let every man be quick to hear, slow to 
speak, slow to anger, for the anger of man does not 
work the righteousness of God.” The letter is also 
memorable for its teaching on the relationship be- 
tween faith and works: “Faith by itself, if it has no 
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Thomas (a collection of Jesus’ 
sayings). A similar compilation 
was the Secret Book of James, 
which contains the mysterious 
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parable of the date palm 
suggested by a fifth-century 
mosaic (far right): “Do not let 
the kingdom of heaven waste 
away. For it is like a palm 
shoot that dropped its dates all 
around. It produced buds, 

and after they had grown, the 
stalk dried up. .. . After it was 
harvested, more dates were 
produced by many new shoots. 
It certainly would be good if this 
new growth could be produced 
now, so that you might find the 
kingdom.” (4:10—12). 
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works, is dead. . . . For as the body apart from the 
spirit is dead, so faith apart from works is dead.” 
Some have argued that the letter is more Jewish in 
character than Christian. Martin Luther considered it 
a lightweight missive alongside the rest of the New 
Testament, calling it “a right strawy epistle . . . for it 
has no evangelical manner about it.” A number of 
other scholars have not shared Luther’s opinion, how- 
ever, since this epistle is close in content and style to 
Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. 

Three short letters are attributed to the same person 
who wrote the Gospel of John. Both the fourth Gos- 
pel and 1 John make striking and repeated reference to 
the idea of spiritual illumination from God, of light 
shining in darkness; and they use the word light in this 
sense more often than any other New Testament 
writings. Reflecting these similarities in vocabulary, 
both the Gospel and the letters express comparable 
theological ideas. The first letter may even have been 
intended as a commentary on the Gospel. 


A noncanonical gospel 

“These are the secret sayings that the living Jesus 
spoke and Judas Thomas the Twin recorded.” So be- 
gins the Gospel of Thomas, a late-first-century or early- 
second-century collection of sayings attributed to 
Jesus, which has only recently come to light. Al- 
though this intriguing work was mentioned by 
church writers of the third and fourth centuries, and 
fragments of the original Greek text were recovered 
around the turn of the 19th century, a complete ver- 
sion became available only after a chance discovery in 
1945. That year a Gnostic library of parchment books 
in Coptic translation were found preserved in a sealed 
jar near Nag Hammadi, Egypt. 

The sayings attributed to Jesus in the Gospel of 
Thomas have many parallels in the Synoptic Gospels 
but probably derive from a separate oral tradition, one 
that is in fact more primitive. Most remarkably, it 
contains not a word about the Resurrection of Jesus 


Christ. Like the sayings, or Q, source most likely 
used by Matthew and Luke, it has no narrative linking 
the 114-odd sayings, nor is there any logical or ex- 
pository thread tying them together. 

Many of the sayings in Thomas pertain to the king- 
dom of God. Instead of treating it as something that 
will come to the faithful, the sayings urge that one 
must know oneself to achieve salvation: “The king- 
dom is inside you and outside you. When you know 
yourselves, then you will be known.” Elsewhere: 
“His disciples said to him, ‘When will the final rest for 
the dead take place, and when will the new world 
come?’ He said to them, ‘What you look for has al- 
ready come, but you do not know it.’ ” 

Some leading Bible scholars think that part of the 
material in Thomas was written within 10 to 20 years 
of Jesus’ death. In this view, the earliest Christians be- 
lieved that Jesus’ own words were their source of life 
and salvation, and that a true grasp of his teaching that 
the kingdom of God was already in their midst would 
empower them to transcend mundane existence. 
Though some facets of this teaching remain unclear, 
many early Christians seem to have understood and 
valued the Gospel of Thomas. 


Revelation 

The Revelation to John is a stirring conclusion to the 
New Testament. Among scholars there is wide agree- 
ment that the book was composed in the 90’s, near the 
end of the reign of Domitian. The author is identified 
only as “John,” and all we know for sure is that he 
was a first-century Jewish Christian prophet of Asia 
Minor. He is often called John of Patmos, after the 
island of Patmos, where he received the vision (see 
page 90). From the mid-second century onward, 
Christian writers began to equate him with John the 
Apostle and supposed author of the fourth Gospel, 
despite the extraordinary differences in style between 
the latter book and Revelation. Even such sensitive 
and critical writers as Irenaeus and Origen seem to 


have accepted the identification without question. It 
was not until the third century that a bishop of Alex- 
andria, Dionysius the Great, set forth powerful argu- 
ments against the common authorship of the two 
books. His reason for doing so was polemical. A sect 
proclaiming the imminent Second Coming and the 
millennium was pointing at the Revelation to John as 
its authority. Dionysius responded with an attack on 
Revelation itself, which was destined to jeopardize the 
book’s canonical status for a long time. (In the 16th 
century such figures as Martin Luther and John Knox 
expressed similar doubts about Revelation.) 


The Apocalypse of Peter 

Another visionary book, the Apocalypse of Peter, com- 
peted in popularity with The Revelation to John for 
acceptance as a book of the New Testament; it was 
listed in the Muratorian Canon, with the comment 
that “some of us are not willing to have [it] read in 
church.” In this book, which dates from the early to 
mid-second century, Jesus describes to his disciples on 
the Mount of Olives the signs of his Second Coming 
and of the Last Judgment. The disciples also receive a 
vision of the eternal punishments and rewards of 
saints and sinners. The vision is more specific than 
any passage in the Bible about heaven and hell as real 
places. The book also sets a precedent for gruesome 
descriptions of infernal punishments, a theme that 
would be continued in Christian apocalypses of later 
antiquity and derivative visionary literature of the 
Middle Ages, including Dante’s Divine Comedy. A 
late-second-century Church Father, Clement of Alex- 
andria, believed that it was actually written by Peter 
and should be accepted as Scripture. Within another 
hundred years its canonicity was considered doubtful 
by most, but as late as the fifth century it was still 
being read on Good Friday in some churches in Pales- 
tine. Most notably, the concluding chapter of the 
Apocalypse of Peter promises that all sinners will even- 


tually be saved because of the prayers of the righteous. 
Continued on page 92 


Early Christianity developed a complex picture of hell and its torments, which 
became further elaborated in later centuries. This miniature from a medieval book 
of hours draws on a variety of sources for its imagery. The figure of Satan in 
Revelation 20 is merged with the image of the Leviathan from the Book of Job: 
“Out of his mouth go flaming torches; sparks of fire leap forth.” The Leviathan is 
a mighty sea monster that in the Old Testament is equated with Satan. Christian 
apocalyptic literature inherited this and other similar traditions. 
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Who wrote Revelation and the Gospel According to John? 


A Christian, known only as John, was exiled to Pat- 
mos, a rocky penal colony in the Aegean Sea, probably 
during the persecutions of the late first century. Since 
banishment was the customary punishment for many 
offenses, including prophesying, a number of histori- 
ans believe that he was charged with prophesying the 
return of Jesus as King. 

While on Patmos, John had several glorious pro- 
phetic visions, which he wrote down in vivid detail. 
His stupendous book of Revelation, called an apoca- 


lypse from a Greek word meaning “reveal,” describes 
in symbolic images God’s cosmic plans for mankind. 
Among other things, it offers hope, through an event 
in which Satan is sealed in a bottomless pit for 1,000 
years, that God will overcome both Satan and his dark 
forces. According to the apocalypse, a spirit also 
showed John “the holy city Jerusalem coming down 
out of heaven from God, having the glory of God, its 
radiance like a most rare jewel.” 

Unlike the apocalpyses of the Old Testament, these 
revelations were not to be hidden away but were to be 
read immediately in order to bolster the faith of early 
Christians. If it is true, as many believe, that John 
wrote during the reign of Domitian (81-96), he would 
have known that refusing to worship Domitian as a 
living god could put a Christian’s life in danger. Nero 
and Caligula, two of Domitian’s predecessors, had 
made the same demand. Some biblical scholars think 
that John is referring to these despotic emperors when 
he describes a series of evil beasts in Revelation. One 
beast is given the number 666. Using the numerical 
equivalents assigned to Hebrew letters, the number 
can be converted to the name Nero Caesar—one of the 
worst persecutors of them all. 

Much about the author of Revelation continues to 
elude biblical scholars. Because the writer gives his 
name as John, many early Christians assumed that he 
was John the Apostle. However, the style and gram- 
mar in Revelation are very different from those in the 
Gospel attributed to John. Consequently, as early as 
the second century, some scholars surmised that the 
author of Revelation was not the Apostle but another 
Christian of some influence. Whoever he was, he has 
come to be known as John of Patmos. 


In Revelation 10, a voice told John to take the little scroll 
(or book) from the angel. It would be sweet because it contained 
God's words, and bitter because it involved his judgments. 


The Fourth Gospel 

‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 
with God, and the Word was God.” So begins the 
nagnificent fourth Gospel. But who was its author? 
Was it John the Apostle or the visionary of Patmos? Or 
:ould it have been some unknown Christian disciple? 
clistorians to this day are not certain, for the simple 
reason that the author apparently wished to remain 
inonymous. However, within 50 years after the book 
irst appeared in about 95, a tradition was already es- 
ablished that the work was written by the Apostle 
ohn, near the end of his long life. 

Several early Christian writers confirmed another 
radition that John settled in the Christian community 
it Ephesus, where he is said to have written his Gospel 
ind three epistles. Jerome, the fourth-century theolo- 
rian, told of an elderly John being carried to Ephesian 
thurch gatherings, where he would say to the congre- 
ration, “My little children, love one another.” Iren- 
ieus, the bishop of Lyons in the late second-century, 
wrote that John refuted heretics and lived on till the 
lays of Trajan, who reigned from 98 to 117. This 
vould make John the last surviving Apostle and per- 
iaps the only one to die of natural causes. 

Some contend, however, that John died a young 
nan, which they believe Jesus foretold in Mark 10:39: 
‘The cup that I drink you will drink.” Indeed, a few 
listorians maintain that John the Apostle was perse- 
uted under Herod (41-44) and died a martyr, along 
with his brother James. They therefore question 
vhether Irenaeus was speaking of John the Apostle or 
nother John, known as the Elder. Could this disciple 
lave written the fourth Gospel and the epistles? It is 
mpossible to know for sure because it was difficult in 
ncient times to determine precise authorship of a 
york. Most scholars then and now, however, remain 
onvinced that John the Apostle is the “beloved disci- 
le” and author of the powerful testimony to Jesus 
nown to us as the Gospel According to John. 
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A powerful parable of repentance, from the writings of 
Clement of Alexandria, is depicted here in this 13th-century 
illustration. It relates how John the Apostle entrusted a bishop 
to teach a young man the way of God. The bishop then 
relaxed his care. Unused to such liberty, the youth fell in with 
a band of robbers. When John learned of this, he pursued the 
fallen youth, who felt so ashamed he began to tremble and weep. 
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Scenes carved on Roman 
sarcophagi (coffins) give us a 
glimpse into the everyday life 
of well-to-do citizens in the 
early centuries of the Christian 
era, The one below shows the 
typical upbringing of a child, 
with the boy at right reciting 
to his father a speech for 
rhetoric class. Like the Greeks, 
Romans put a high premium 
on public speaking. 
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Christianity in Rome 

The period after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 was a time 
of growth for the Christian movement, especially in 
Rome. Although the origins of the church there are 
obscure, it grew quickly in both numbers and impor- 
tance. By the end of the first century, the congrega- 
tion had adopted a leadership role in the affairs of the 
church throughout the empire. The church’s claim 
that Peter and Paul were buried in Rome gave it added 
prestige, as did its location in the capital city of the 
world. Eventually, the Roman church prospered 
enough to become known for its generosity. In the 
late second century, Dionysius, the bishop of Cor- 
inth, commended it for sending “contributions to 
many churches in every city.” 

In the epistle 1 Peter, probably written from Rome, 
Christians were counseled: “Be prepared to make a 
defense to any one who calls you to account for the 
hope that is in you... and keep your conscience 
clear, so that, when you are abused, those who revile 
your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame.” 
This was timely advice, because Christians every- 
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where, but especially in Rome, were being derided 
for their devotion to a “superstition,” for that was the 
pagan view. According to Acts, Paul, while a prisoner 
in Rome, was questioned about the local Christian 
community: “With regard to this sect we know that 
every where it is spoken against.” For some, their pro- 
fession of faith would become a death warrant. 

Rome’s first-century Christian community came 
from all sectors of society. The majority were low- 
paid, Greek-speaking immigrants. Many lived in the 
poorest neighborhoods, such as Transtiberim (pres- 
ent-day Trastevere). This was a harbor and working- 
class quarter across the Tiber from the heart of Rome, 
where seamen, potters, tanners, leather workers, ped- 
dlers, and dock workers crowded the streets. Others, 
especially women, were of upper-class origin. 

As elsewhere, congregations worshiped in small 
groups, usually meeting in privately owned house- 
churches scattered around the capital. Paul refers to 
one of these in Romans: “Greet Prisca for Priscilla] 
and Aquila [her husband], my fellow workers in 
Christ Jesus . . . greet also the church in their house.” 
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Unfortunately, despite the best efforts of historians 
and archaeologists, there are many unanswered ques- 
tions about the day-to-day lives of first-century Ro- 
mans. Much of the physical evidence that could detail 
their lifestyles disappeared, deteriorated, or was de- 
stroyed as new buildings were constructed on the 
foundations of older ones. In one Roman city, how- 
ever, a natural disaster has provided an intimate, but 
eerie, glimpse into the lives of its residents. The city is 
Pompeu, which, along with the neighboring Hercula- 
neum, was completely devastated by the eruption of 
Mount Vesuvius on August 24, 79. 


Pompeti and Herculaneum 

Pompeu, a fishing and manufacturing city on the 
coast 14 miles southeast of Naples, was still recover- 
ing from an earthquake that had rocked the area in 62 
or 63, when the earth again began to vibrate on that 


At far right a wealthy Roman matron of 
nearly 2,000 years ago reclines on a couch 
with her infant son. Perhaps his favorite toy 
was one like the terra-cotta horseman, 
below, mounted on wheels so that it 
could be pushed around. The doll, 
right, also of terra-cotta and with 
movable limbs, might have possessed 
awhole wardrobe gen 


of graceful robes. 


fateful August morning. In the early afternoon the top 
of the mountain blew off and filled the sky with ash, 
pumice, and smoke. Pliny the Younger, who was an 
eyewitness, noted that the cloud looked like a giant 
pine tree: “For it shot up a great height in the form of 
a trunk, which extended itself at the top into several 
branches. . . . It was at one moment white, at anoth- 
er dark and spotted, as if it had carried up earth or 
cinders.” Scientists estimate that the powerful blast 
blew pumice and debris 12 miles up into the strato- 
sphere. For the next 17 hours it rained back down on 
the surrounding countryside, burying the city. 

Even at a distance of 20 miles from Vesuvius, in 
Misenium, the scenes were terrifying. Pliny wrote: 
“Ashes now fall upon us, though as yet in no great 
quantity. I looked behind me; gross darkness pressed 
upon our rear, and came rolling over the land after us 
like a torrent. ... You could hear the shrieks of 


women, the crying of children, and the shouts of 
men; some were seeking their children, others their 
parents, others their wives or husbands . . . some 
praying to die, from the very fear of dying; many lift- 
ing their hands to the gods; but the greater part imag- 
ining that there were no gods left anywhere, and that 
the last and eternal night was come upon the world.” 

Glowing avalanches slithered toward the two cities. 
An oozing brown mixture sealed Herculaneum’s 
doors and streets and entombed many of its citizens. 
In Pompeii, rough seas and earthquakes ravaged the 
dock area, cutting off the townspeople’s most obvious 
escape route. Most fled the city, but hundreds were 
trapped by flames and choking sulfurous vapor. 
Pliny’s uncle, the famous naturalist Pliny the Elder, 
died on a nearby beach, having sailed there in a naval 
galley in order to observe the cataclysm from the clos- 
est possible vantage point. He died either overcome 
by the poisonous fumes or from a heart attack. 


As many as 2,000, or one-tenth of the local popula- 
tion, may have perished at Pompeii. At Herculaneum, 
scarcely five miles below the peak of Vesuvius, the 
loss of life is unknown. But the hot noxious debris of 
ash, stones, and steam—up to 65 feet deep in some 
places—killed everyone who remained in the city. 

Excavations at Herculaneum and Pompeii have 
produced veritable time capsules of first-century life. 
The skeleton of a baby lies in a fragile but well-pre- 
served cradle. A cluster of skeletons, probably those 
of a family fleeing the choking ash, seem frozen at the 
moment of death. A wooden cabinet, a marble wash 
basin, a bed with a graceful latticework pattern, a 
bronze bathtub, striking wall paintings depicting 
hunting scenes, gardens, and theatrical themes—all 
form a tableau of life at that time. 

In an excavated home in Herculaneum, the imprint 
of a shape like a cross appears on one wall. Were 
Christians there in the first century? Historians have 


Vesuvius dominates the skyline behind Pompeii in these 
pictures, one a present-day photograph, the other a fresco of a 
seaside villa done shortly before the volcano erupted. Remains 
of such villas can still be seen within the Bay of Naples. 


been skeptical, because it is not on the eastem wall 
(many early Christians faced east when they prayed). 
Also, though the cross has been employed almost uni- 
versally since ancient times as a magical and religious 
symbol, there is no evidence that Christians used it at 
this early date. It came into use in the church only 
after the victory of Constantine, who became the first 
Christian emperor early in the fourth century. Per- 
haps further excavations at Herculaneum and Pompeii 
will provide hard evidence of some other kind that 
there were indeed Christians living there. 


A new emperor’s healing touch 

Vespasian, the military commander appointed in 67 
by Nero to suppress the rebellion in Judea, entered 
Rome as emperor in 70. The city cried out for his ad- 
ministrative skills. Nero’s excesses and the civil wars 
that followed his death had left the state treasury in 
shambles, parts of Rome in ruin (the Capitol and the 
Archives had been demolished), and morale among 
the citizenry and armed forces low. 

As the biographer Suetonius noted, the new emper- 
or wasted no time: “Throughout his reign [Vespasian] 
made it his principal business to shore up the moral 
foundations of the state, which were in a state of col- 
lapse.” To rebuild Rome, he announced hefty tax in- 
creases, in some instances doubling rates. He also set 
an example by personally helping to clear away rubble 
during the building of the new Capitol. Romans must 
have been amazed at the sight of him with a basketful 
of debris on his shoulders. As the historian Tacitus 
wrote, “No one promoted simplicity more than Ves- 
pasian.” His building program flourished as work be- 
gan on constructing the Colosseum and the Temple of 
Peace and restoring the Forum. He also instituted 
prizes for poets and artists, paid an annual 
salary to Latin and Greek teachers, and proved to be 
“4 devoted patron of the arts and sciences.” 

The outspoken emperor did not suffer fools gladly. 
When a young soldier who reeked of perfume visited 


him to thank him for his promotion, Vespasian can- 
celed it on the spot, explaining, “I should not have 
minded so much if it had been garlic.” When a bri- 
gade asked for a special shoe allowance, claiming that 
their duties called for them to be constantly on the 
move, he turned them down and ordered them to 
march barefoot. Nor was he overawed by powerful 
figures. Some years earlier, while accompanying 
Nero on a trip to Greece, he fell soundly asleep during 
one of the eccentric emperor’s artistic performances. 
Suetonius noted that he was “square-shouldered, with 
strong, well-formed limbs, but always wore a 
strained expression on his face.” 

Vespasian was credited with the performing of two 
miracles in Alexandria, prior to his arrival in Rome as 
emperor. Such reports helped establish his authority 
and majesty. Both Tacitus and Suetonius write that 
aided by the god Serapis, he healed a blind man by 
spitting in his eyes and a cripple by touching the 
man’s leg. But at the end of his life, Vespasian scorned 
any notions of his own divinity (emperors were usu- 
ally deified after their death). Fatally ill, he managed a 
wry joke moments before dying: “Dear me! I must be 
turning into a god.” Explaining that “an emperor 
ought to die on his feet,” he struggled to a standing 
position and died in the arms of his aides. 


Putting forth new roots 

By a.p. 70 Christianity had established roots in many 
of the empire’s most important cities. “The Word” 
spread quickly as both Jews and Gentiles eagerly em- 
braced the faith. Egyptians were no exception. If we 
are to believe the legend recorded by Eusebius, the 
fourth-century church historian, the evangelist Mark 
himself brought Christianity to Egypt: “The same 
Mark . . . first established churches at the city of Al- 
exandria.” Whatever the truth of the tradition about 
Mark, we know Christians were present in first-centu- 
ry Egypt. In Acts, Luke notes that residents of Egypt 
(Jews or proselytes to Judaism) were present during 


Ina second-story room in 
Herculaneum, at the time a 
volcanic eruption destroyed the 
city in A.D. 79, there was a 
cross-shaped object on the wall, 
whose outline remains today. 
Although there may have been 
Christians in Herculaneum, 
the cross symbol comes three 
centuries too early. Most 
scholars believe that Christians 
did not use the symbol at all 

in the first century. 
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An ancient tradition says 

that Mark traveled to Egypt, 
where he became the first bishop 
of Alexandria and wrote 
another, “secret” gospel. In this 
medieval mosaic his ship sails 
past the Pharos lighthouse at the 
entrance to the Alexandria 
harbor. The lighthouse was 
destroyed by an earthquake in 
the 14th century. 
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Pentecost. It is possible that some of these Jewish 
Egyptians were baptized and began preaching upon 
their return home. Acts also mentions “a Jew named 
Apollos, a native of Alexandria,” who “had been in- 
structed in the way of the Lord” apparently in his na- 
tive land. A letter attributed to the emperor Hadrian in 
the second century also refers to “Christians, and those 
who call themselves bishops of Christ” in Egypt. 

Throughout the New Testament, especially in Acts 
and in the epistles, there are numerous references to 
Christianity’s rapid spread into Syria, Asia Minor, 
and Greece. In 1 Corinthians, Paul writes of “the 
churches of Asia” and the “wide door for effective 
work,” which has opened for him there. 

Solid documentation of Christianity’s spread 
across Asia Minor in the first century is provided by 
the New Testament’s concluding book, Revelation. 
Its author, John (see pages 90-91), says that he was 
instructed: “Write what you see in a book and send 
it to the seven churches.” These seven churches were 
in Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, 


Philadelphia, and Laodicea. The problems of each are 
briefly described, in a letter dictated in John’s vision 
by an angel sent by Christ, and advice is offered along 
with encouragement and rebuke. For example, Christ 
wams the community at Thyatira to shun a false 
prophetess who had a following there. 

Whoever John entrusted with delivering copies of 
his visionary message to the seven churches would 
have left the small island of Patmos in the Aegean off 
the coast of present-day Turkey and made his way to 
the nearby mainland metropolis of Ephesus. With a 
population of possibly 250,000 in the first century 
A.D., Ephesus was the fourth largest city in the empire 
and the capital of the province of Asia. Living there 
were a number of Jews, Jewish Christians, Gentile 
Christians, Christians who followed John the Baptist, 
and, at the end of the century, Nicolaitans (apparently 
a Gnostic sect). 

From Ephesus, John’s envoy probably traveled 
north a few miles by road to the busy seaport of 
Smyrna. Here a fairly new community of Christians 
was in danger from the town’s large Jewish commu- 
nity. “Behold, the devil is about to throw some of 
you into prison, that you may be tested,” wrote John, 
“and for ten days you will have tribulation. Be faith- 
ful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.” 
Half a century later Smyrna’s Jews did join with the 
pagan populace in attacking Christians; and about 156 
the city’s bishop, Polycarp, was martyred for confess- 
ing his faith (see page 114). To the Christians of Per- 
gamum, north of Smyrna and 15 miles inland, John’s 
messenger brought the warning, “Repent.” A center 
of emperor worship in Asia Minor—“where Satan’s 
throne is,” wrote John—Pergamum had residents 
who were tempting Christians to “eat foods sacrificed 
to idols and practice immorality.” 

After delivering John’s revelation to the church at 
Thyatira, where a prophetess (whom John calls Jeze- 
bel after an idolatrous queen of ancient Israel) tempted 
the faithful to compromise their piety by worshiping 
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idols, the envoy would have continued southeast to 
Sardis, about 50 miles from Smyrna. A thriving town 
built at the base of Mount Tmolus, Sardis was home 
to a group of Christians that John felt needed revitaliz- 
ing. “I know your works,” he wrote; “you have the 
name of being alive, and you are dead. Awake, and 
strengthen what remains and is on the point of death, 
for I have not found your works perfect in the sight of 
my God.” The church in nearby Philadelphia was 
next to hear John’s revelation. This small congrega- 
tion had remained steadfast in their faith despite perse- 
cution. Lastly, the revelation would have been carried 
still farther south to the church in Laodicea. John tried 
to breathe some life into this community by exhort- 
ing, “I know your works: you are neither cold nor 
hot. Would that you were cold or hot!” 


This mosaic depicting daily 

life on a big country estate in 
Roman North Africa dates from 
the second century A.D. 

It represents the good life that 
many people, including 
Christians, who were already 
established in this prosperous 
region, doubtless enjoyed. 


Conversion of the kingdom of Osroene 
Antioch’s key role in the spread of Christianity is well 
known. According to legend, however, another city 
can claim to be the first center of Christianity outside 
Jerusalem. That city is Edessa, a thriving crossroads 
of commerce and the capital of the kingdom of Os- 
roene, just outside the empire’s eastern frontier. 
Eusebius records the fascinating legend about 
Osroene’s conversion to Christianity. Agbar, its king, 
“had been wasted away with a disease, both dreadful 
and incurable by human means.” Having heard of the 
miracles that Jesus had performed, the king wrote a 
letter to Jesus and summoned him. Jesus made this 
reply, “Blessed are you, since you have believed in me 
without seeing me. . . . In regard to what you have 
written, that I should come to you, it is necessary that 
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In this official bas-relief 
dating from Domitian’s reign, 
Vespasian places his hand on 
the shoulder of his younger 
son, Domitian, to signify that 
Domitian is his choice to 
succeed him as emperor after 
his older, childless son, Titus. 
Domitian did indeed come to 
power after Titus; some believe 
he may even have hastened 
Titus’ death. Though he is 
remembered now for cruelties 
during his reign, many contend 
that he began his rule with a 
firm but equitable hand. 
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I should fulfil all things here, for which I have been 
sent.” Jesus promised, however, that after ascending 
to heaven he would send a disciple to heal Agbar. Af- 
ter the Ascension, the legend continues, the Apostle 
Thomas sent Thaddeus, one of the 70 disciples, to 
Edessa. Thaddeus “began in the power of God to heal 
every kind of disease and infirmity.” He healed Ag- 
bar, and “many of the same city were also healed by 
the same apostle . . . who proclaimed the word of 
God.” The legend about Agbar probably was not cre- 
ated until the third century, and the early Christians in 
Osroene seem to have followed ascetic and Gnostic 
teachings. It is likely that the Gospel of Thomas (see 
pages 85-86) originated in the region. 
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All these references to established Christian com- 
munities point to an ever expanding frontier and help 
gauge Christianity’s development after the Pauline 
period. The list of churches in Revelation, for exam- 
ple, confirms that by the end of the first century 
Christian communities were established in the most 
important cities of Asia Minor. Indeed the church had 
expanded through most of the Roman Empire. 


Titus and Domitian 

Vespasian’s older son, Titus, is best remembered for 
waging a brilliantly effective campaign to subdue the 
rebellious Jews of Judea in 70 (see pages 73-74), a suc- 
cess that is memorialized on the Arch of Titus, still 
standing in Rome. After his return in triumph to 
Rome, he shared many of the emperor’s duties with 
his father, then became sole ruler on his father’s death 
in 79. His love of music and poetry, coupled with a 
reputation for ruthlessness, caused some apprehension 
among his subjects that he might become a second 
Nero, but the worries were unfounded. He was a 
well-respected ruler who continued many of Vespa- 
sian’s enlightened social and cultural policies. During 
his reign, Titus devoted much time and energy to 
helping the victims of the Mount Vesuvius eruption, 
ofa fire that ravaged Rome, and of a plague. Himself 
a victim of a fever, he died in September 81, just short 
of 27 months after his rise to power. 

Titus’ brother, Domitian, shared few of Titus’ finer 
attributes. Indeed, there were rumors that Domitian 
had a hand in Titus’ death. Suetonius states, “He never 
once stopped plotting, secretly or openly, against his 
brother. When Titus fell suddenly and dangerously ill, 
Domitian told the attendants to presume his death by 
leaving the sick-bed before he had actually breathed his 
last.” On the very day of Titus’ death, Domitian or- 
dered the Senate to install him as emperor. 

Domitian’s reign was a combination of successes 
and failures. He continued the rebuilding of Rome, 
consolidated Roman rule in Germany and Britain, 


and strengthened the empire’s administration. He also 
cracked down on Rome’s loose morals, curtailing 
prostitution and executing any Vestal Virgins who 
were found guilty of unchastity. 

Domitian’s policy on public morality was unpopu- 
lar; at the same time, in his own private life he was 
notoriously depraved, a point that was emphasized by 
his increasingly numerous opponents. “For a while he 
governed in an uneven fashion,” wrote Suetonius; 
“that is to say, his vices were at first balanced by his 
virtues. Later, he transformed his virtues into vices.” 
One of those “vices” was his insistence that he be 
addressed as “dominus et deus” (“Lord and God”). He 
began a letter supposedly written by his procurators, 
“Our Lord God instructs you to do this!” 

Rome’s temples were filled with statues of Domi- 
tian, and anyone who refused to offer sacrifice in front 
of them was charged with treason. The emperor de- 
creed that all statues of him in the Capitol had to be 
made of gold or silver, of not less than a specified 
weight. He presided over festivals and other public 
events wearing a purple robe, buskins, and a gold 
crown engraved with the images of various gods. He 
insisted on renaming September and October, the 
months of his accession and of his birth, Germanicus 
(a surname he had adopted) and Domitianus. 

After a failed revolt against him in 88 or 89, Domi- 
tian ordered large numbers of nobles and even some 
members of his own family banished or executed. 
From 93 until his death in 96, Domitian’s reign became 
literally a reign of terror. “All this made him every- 
where hated and feared,” wrote Suetonius. 

Christians also were the targets of Domitian’s fury. 
Though he never instituted an organized or empire- 
wide campaign, several sources refer to persecutions 
of Christians during his reign. The emperor banished 
his cousin’s wife because she was believed to be a 
Christian and ordered other Christians killed. Some 
200 years later Eusebius wrote: “He was the second 
that raised a persecution against us.” 
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Epictetus 


Epictetus was a leading Greek philos- 
opher in Rome during the time when 
much of the New Testament was be- 
ing compiled. A freedman, he stud- 
ied and later taught Stoicism, often 
using the diatribe, a form of ironic 
criticism, to capture the attention of 
his students. The Apostle Paul used 
this technique frequently when writ- 
ing his letters to the early churches. 

Stoicism held that only by using 
reason could one see through false ap- 
pearances. Epictetus taught his stu- 
dents to use their reasoning power to 
change for the better those things un- 
der their control (such as attitudes and 
opinions) and to be unmoved by 
those things that were outside their 
control (for example, illness and 
death). Thereby one could find hap- 
piness and calm. True fulfillment, he 
believed, could only be found by liv- 
ing in accord with nature, which was 
identical with the will of God. 

Epictetus was lame, some believe 
as the result of mistreatment when he 
was a slave. According to Epictetus: “When you have shut the doors and made 
a darkness within . . . you are not alone, but God is within.” Wrongdoers, he 
believed, should not be punished as criminals but pitied, because they are more 
unhappy than their victims. When the emperor Domitian expelled all philoso- 
phers from Rome about 90, Epictetus left for Nicopolis, Greece, where he 
opened a school, which drew many devotees. Although the emperor Hadrian 
lifted the ban on philosophers i in 117, Epictetus remained in Nicopolis until he 
died, sometime in his eighties, around 130. 

While at the time, the Stoicism of men like Epictetus may have been a moral 
alternative to Christianity, some historians contend that it was helpful in devel- 
oping a climate in which Christian teaching could take hold more firmly. 


A philosopher of Epictetus’ time was readily 
recognized by his distinctive garb. 
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On September 18, 96, Domitian was assassinated. 
The conspirators, who included his wife, had already 
picked a successor. The general public was indiffer- 
ent. Domitian’s death marked the end of the Flavian 
dynasty—so-called because Flavius was the name of 
the clan to which Vespasian and his sons belonged. 
The news brought cheers in the Senate. “[Senators] 
thronged to denounce Domitian in the House with 
bitter and insulting cries,” wrote Suetonius. “Then, 
sending for ladders, they had his images and the vo- 
tive shields engraved with his likeness, brought 
smashing down; and ended by decreeing that all in- 
scriptions referring to him must be effaced, and all 
records of his reign obliterated.” 

The 66-year-old Nerva, a respected senator, be- 
came emperor in 96. He re-called those whom Domi- 
tian had exiled and instituted an expensive land reform 
program. As if to symbolize the emperor’s reforms, 
the imperial mint issued coins bearing the legend, 
“Roma Renascens” (“Rome reborn”). Under Nerva, 
Christians were free from the terror they had known 
under Domitian. Though incidents of persecution did 
occur here and there, they were more localized and 
sporadic. By avoiding offense to their neighbors, 
Christians could live in peace, build up their organiza- 
tion, and broaden their membership. Their leaders 
urged them, in the words of 1 Peter, to “maintain 
good conduct among the Gentiles, so that in case they 
speak against you as wrongdoers, they may see your 
good deeds and glorify God.” 


The dynamic life of the church 

It is Wednesday in Rome’s Transtiberim district. A 
dozen men—dressed in dark wool tunics and leather 
sandals—and seven women gather in the home of a 
fellow Christian, a prosperous local merchant. The 
day is one of fasting and the group has assembled to 
offer a prayer to God. Their voices join in reciting fa- 
miliar words that carry into the courtyard: “Father, 
hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come.” 


In the Macedonian town of Philippi, an elder stands 
in front of a room full of Christians and reads from 
Paul’s letter to the Philippians: “Rejoice in the Lord 
always; again I will say, Rejoice.” 

On a Sunday in Corinth a group of slaves and freed- 
men, paupers and aristocrats fill a home. A tall, mid- 
dle-aged man, his weathered face framed by a fringe 
of black beard, stands and begins speaking in tongues. 


Others recite prayers, lead hymns, or give instruc- 
tion. Later the entire community joins in a meal that 
begins with bread blessed as the body of Christ and 
ends with wine identified with his blood. 

Scenes like the above occurred throughout the Ro- 
man Empire during the latter part of the first century, 
as Christians began to disassociate themselves from 
synagogues, and as Jews themselves also sought to cut 
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off their former brethren. (About 4.p. 85 a formal 
anathema was added to the synagogue liturgy: “May 
the Nazarenes [Jewish Christians] and the heretics be 
suddenly destroyed and removed from the Book of 
Life.”) These “brothers and sisters” or “the holy and 
beloved” gathered in the homes of more prosperous 
members, such as those of Gaius in Corinth, Nympha 
in Laodicea, or Philemon at Colossae. 


As Christianity spread 
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Apollonius of Tyana 


Many pagan holy men lived in the first century A.D. A most remarkable one 
was a widely traveled sage named Apollonius. The son of wealthy parents in 
Tyana, a small town in what is now central Turkey, he gravitated as a youth to 
the teachings and ascetic lifestyle associated with the sixth-century B.c. Greek 
philosopher Pythagoras. He let his hair grow long, was a strict vegetarian, 
wore no article of clothing made from an animal substance, went barefoot, and 
remained celibate. He spent a few years at a healing center (see pages 48-49), 
where he studied medicine, and afterward went to India, where he spent some 
months in an ashram as a guest of the resident ascetics. Returning home, he 
then went on to Greece, Italy, and Spain, and from there to Egypt. Apollonius 
practiced what he preached and was outspoken in his message, believing him- 
self divinely inspired to set erring humanity straight. He is reported to have 
successfully defied both Nero and Domitian. 

Legend credits him with miraculous cures, such as healing lame and blind 
people, and other displays of divine power. In the first half of the third century, 
some 100 years after Apollonius’ death, the emperor Alexander Severus report- 
edly worshiped at a private shrine in which were images of the mythic Greek 
poet-seer Orpheus, putative founder of a religion named after him; Abraham, 

patriarch of Israel; Jesus Christ; and Apollonius of 
Tyana. Alexander’s great aunt, the empress Julia 

Domna (wife of Septimius Severus), had shared 

his admiration for Apollonius. A quarter-century 
earlier she had commissioned a popular writer and 

lecturer of the day, Philostratus, to do a Life of 
Apollonius. The book, a highly readable blend of 
fact and fancy that has come down to us nearly in- 
tact, was such a eulogy of Apollonius that it 
moved pagans to compare him to Jesus Christ. 

Around 300, Hierocles, governor of Bithynia and 

one instigator of the Diocletianic persecutions, 

wrote a treatise, Lover of Truth, which claimed that 

Apollonius was superior to Jesus. It is thanks to the 
refutation by the church historian Eusebius that so 

much material about Apollonius was preserved. 


By the end of the first century, Christians had es- 
tablished certain rituals for worship that led to the 
more structured liturgy of later periods. There are 
hints in the New Testament at the form of this early 
worship. Paul’s letter to the Colossians notes: “Let the 
word of Christ dwell in you richly, teach and admon- 
ish one another in all wisdom, and sing psalms and 
hymns and spiritual songs.” Passages from several 
hymns he mentions are quoted in New Testament let- 
ters, for example, 1 Timothy 3:16. While historians 
know that these early services included readings from 
the Scriptures, prayer, and celebration of the Eucha- 
rist, the full details are unknown. 


An early manual of Christian worship 

Only after the discovery of the Didache (“Teaching of 
the Twelve Apostles”) did scholars begin piecing to- 
gether the puzzle of first-century Christian worship 
services. This slim manual of worship and church or- 
der, probably compiled around 100, was found in the 
library of a Middle Eastern monastery in 1875. From 
the Didache it is clear that in the latter part of the first 
century Christians were still following many Jewish 
forms of worship, even though they were attempting 
to distance themselves from the Jews. “Mondays and 
Thursdays are their days for fasting, so yours should 
be Wednesdays and Fridays,” the manual states. 
“Your prayers, too, should be different from theirs,” 
it adds, and recommends recitation of the Lord’s 
Prayer three times a day. This advice was possibly a 
reflection of the synagogue tradition of thrice-daily 
services. The Didache also offers guidelines for bap- 
tism and indicates that different forms of the ritual 
were possible. (See pages 36 and 145-147 for more 
details on baptism.) 

The Eucharist, a reference to the past as well as the 
future, was the central part of Christian worship. 
Christians following the outline that was detailed in the 
Didache offered this prayer during the celebration of the 
Eucharist: “We give thanks to thee, our Father, for the 


holy Vine of thy servant David, which thou hast 
made known to us through thy servant Jesus.” The 
Eucharist, as described in the Didache, does not men- 
tion the Last Supper or the death or body and blood of 
Jesus but is focused mainly on the coming kingdom. 
Another prayer was offered for the consecration of the 
bread, and the service ended with a blessing for the 
survival of the church: “O Lord; deliver it from all 
evil, perfect it in thy love, sanctify it, and gather it 
from the four winds into the kingdom which thou 
hast prepared for it.” 

By the end of the first century, Christian worship 
had evolved into distinctive liturgies. Prayers, hymns, 
baptism, the Eucharist, teaching, the reading of Scrip- 
ture, and the making of offerings were being tailored 
to specific beliefs and needs of the growing communi- 
ties. Although congregations no doubt varied in their 
observances, many would have met the test of Clem- 
ent of Rome, who in a letter to the Corinthian church 
about 96 reminded the community that the Lord “has 
enjoined offerings [to be presented] and service to be 
performed . . . and that not thoughtlessly or irregu- 
larly, but at the appointed times and hours.” 


Evolving leadership 

Just as the liturgy evolved, so did the church’s leader- 
ship and organization. When Paul wrote to the church 
in Rome in the 50’s, he-mentioned no ecclesiastical 
hierarchy. Rather, he referred to “kinsmen” and “fel- 
low workers in Christ Jesus.” Apparently at that 
time, these “fellow workers” who were “led by the 
Spirit of God” provided the leadership of the church. 
By contrast, according to Clement’s letter to Corinth 
near the end of the first century, just as Christ had 
commissioned the Apostles, so the Apostles had in 
turn “appointed the first fruits [of their labors] . . . to 
be bishops [“overseers”] and deacons [“ministers” 

for those who should afterwards believe.” Clement 
also refers to the bishops as presbyters or elders. (By 
the middle of the third century these titles had become 


This ancient Roman wall painting represents a typical harbor somewhere in 
southern Italy. Puteoli, where Paul landed en route to Rome, probably looked 
quite similar. Christian missionaries saw many harbors like this one. 


completely distinct from one another, and the Roman 
church boasted 1 bishop, 46 presbyters, 7 deacons, 7 
subdeacons, 42 acolytes, plus exorcists, readers, and 
doorkeepers—52 in all.) The pastoral epistles likewise 
mention bishops who are also called presbyters or 
deacons or ministers, and they detail the necessary 
qualities for each. 

In some regions after the beginning of the second 
century, church leaders were working to develop a hi- 
erarchy of authority. In order to avoid division and 
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maintain the strength to withstand attacks by its ene- 
mies, including those in the imperial government, and 
also to avoid becoming a private cult that could be 
subject to the whims of capricious charismatic leaders, 
they argued that Christianity needed a clear center of 
authority in each city. 


The duties of bishops and deacons 

Bishops or presbyters were in this period leaders of 
local churches. The Greek term episkopos, from which 
our word bishop is derived, means “overseer, guard- 
ian, inspector.” In the everyday Greek of the time it 
was used for a variety of public offices. First Timothy 
lists a few requirements for, and responsibilities of, 
the position. A bishop “must be above reproach, the 
husband of one wife, temperate, sensible, dignified, 
hospitable, an apt teacher, no drunkard, not violent 
but gentle, not quarrelsome, and no lover of money. 
He must manage his own household well. . . for ifa 
man does not know how to manage his own house- 
hold, how can he care for God’s church?” The church 
had had different needs in the early decades when the 
seven leaders of Greek-speaking congregations were 
chosen to distribute church funds to those in need. 
The qualifications as reported in Acts 6 were that they 
should be “men of good repute, full of the Spirit and 
of wisdom.” Now the church required leaders who 
embodied even more: stability, continuity, and accep- 
tance in the community at large. 

According to the letter to Titus, one of a bishop’s 
duties was to “hold firm to the sure word as taught, so 
that he may be able to give instruction in sound doc- 
trine and also to confute those who contradict it.” At 
the end of the first century, there appears to have been 
a growing movement to recognize one presiding bish- 
op as supreme authority in a city and to designate other 
leaders as elders or presbyters. As noted in the letters of 
Ignatius, written early in the second century, the 
churches in Antioch, Philadelphia, Smyrna, Ephesus, 
Magnesia, and Philippi were led by single bishops at 


this time. In his letter to Rome, however, Ignatius, 
who strongly favored rule by one bishop, did not sin- 
gle out one person who was in charge of the church 
there. Nevertheless, it should be remembered that 
church organization varied widely from place to place, 
that it was everywhere relatively unstructured, and 
that the writings of the period are frequently unclear 
about what authority was attached to particular titles. 

Deacons (from the Greek word diakonos, “servant, 
minister”) ranked after presbyters or bishops. As de- 
tailed in 1 Timothy, they had to be “serious, not dou- 
ble-tongued, not addicted to much wine, not greedy 
for gain; they must hold the mystery of the faith with 
a clear conscience.” We know little about the duties of 
these early deacons, but they appear to have ranged 
from assisting the bishops to caring for the poor to 
overseeing the community’s meals. By the third cen- 
tury, deacons were described as unordained adminis- 
trative assistants to bishops. 


Women’s changing role 
The early church also offered women opportunities to 
emerge from their age-old condition of subjugation. 
This was perhaps owing to Christ’s encouraging atti- 
tude toward women, which was in marked contrast 
to prevailing definitions of a woman’s role in the 
community. The first century witnessed changes at 
different levels of society throughout the empire, and 
points of view regarding women were diverse in both 
Judaism and Christianity. Jewish women were subject 
theoretically to their husband’s wishes and enjoyed 
only lowly status within the synagogue. Indeed, a 
noted rabbi said of women in a statement that has 
been tentatively dated about a.p 90: “Better burn the 
Torah than teach it to a woman.” However, inscrip- 
tions from the same period show that women were 
leaders of synagogues in some places. 

Among Christians, the status of women partially 
reflected their place in Roman society. A free-born 
Roman woman had many of the same rights and 


privileges of citizenship accorded to men. In fact, the 
women formed an important part of Rome’s labor 
force, filling jobs as artisans, shopkeepers, textile 
workers, and employees in other businesses. Some 
well-to-do Roman women who turned to Christian- 
ity married converts of a lower class. 
Nevertheless, there was tension and contention 
over the role of women within Christian communi- 
ties from a very early period. This is evident from 
Paul’s references to the status of men versus women 


in his letters. Despite his general statement that all are 
one in Christ, “There is neither male nor female; for 
you are all one in Christ Jesus,” Paul ruled in favor of 
men over women. To the Corinthians, he wrote, 
“For man was not made from woman, but woman 
from man. Neither was man created for woman, but 
woman for man.” He immediately qualified the state- 
ment, to guard against misunderstanding: “Neverthe- 
less, in the Lord woman is not independent of man 
nor man of woman; for as woman was made from 


Itinerant prophets played 
a leading role in early 
Christianity, but some 
congregations had a rule that 
they could stay only overnight 
or for two days if really 
necessary. On leaving, they 
were to be given just 
enough provisions to last to 
the next night’s lodging. 
Those who asked for money 
were likely to be 
challenged as impostors. 
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This early Christian painting 
of a woman who is praying 
comes from the catacombs of 
Rome. The purple stripes on 
her tunic indicate that her 
family is of equestrian rank. 
(Equestrians were just below 
the patrician, or senatorial, class 
in Roman soctety.) The word 
GRATA, written above 

her head, means “pleasant.” 
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man, so man is now born of woman. And all things 
are from God.” Another passage says: “The women 
should keep silence in the churches. For they are not 
permitted to speak, but should be subordinate, as 
even the law says. If there is anything they desire to 
know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is 
shameful for a woman to speak in church.” Since this 
passage directly contradicts what Paul says in 1 Corin- 
thians 11:5 about women praying and even prophe- 
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sying in the presence of men, many scholars believe 
that it was inserted in the letter, possibly by the author 
who wrote the pastoral epistles. If the statement en- 
joining the subjugation of women in 1 Corinthians 1s 
indeed by Paul, it probably reflects the Greco-Roman 
tradition that women were not allowed to participate 
in a public assembly. 

Paul’s admonition may also have been in response 
to a specific problem in Corinth; too many worship- 
ers were speaking in tongues or otherwise disrupting 
the services. Apparently a group of women were 
among the offenders. Whether or not its original tar- 
get was local and short-term, Paul’s rebuke had a 
powerful long-term effect. A passage in 1 Timothy, 
which is attributed to Paul but possibly was inserted 
by a later writer, underlines the message: “Let a wom- 
an learn in silence with all submissiveness. I permit no 
woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is 
to keep silent.” In time, women lost much of their 
status within the church, and by the end of the first 
century, most churches had silenced women as effec- 
tively as synagogues ever had. 


“Render to Caesar” 
The first-century Christian owed allegiance to two 
masters. As a citizen or resident of the Roman Em- 
pire, he was bound to follow the dictates of the state 
and the emperor. As the author of 1 Peter wrote, “Be 
subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, 
whether it be to the emperor as supreme, or to gover- 
nors as sent by him to punish those who do wrong 
and to praise those who do right. For it is God’s will 
that by doing right you should put to silence the igno- 
rance of foolish men. Live as free men, yet without 
using your freedom as a pretext for evil; but live as 
servants of God. Honor all men. Love the brother- 
hood. Fear God. Honor the emperor.” 

While Christians may not have engaged in emperor 
worship, they were not rabble-rousers, and their reli- 
gion, while odd and at times offensive from the pagan 


Judaism was never the same after the fall of Jerusalem. By destroy- 
ing most of the city and, more important, by burming the Temple, 
the Romans brought to an end some of the age-old Jewish rituals. 
No longer would millions of Jews from the Diaspora make their 
yearly trek to the hallowed place of worship. Nor would they ob- 
serve the Temple’s animal sacrifices, a ritual for more than 1,000 
years. Destruction of the Temple 


also ended the time-honored right 
of priests to judge the civil and reli- 
gious affairs of the Jewish people. 
Nearly all members of the Sanhe- 
drin were killed during the war. 
One who survived the slaughter 
was Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai, 
whose escape is a revered legend. A 
moderate voice during the Jerusa- 
lem siege, he tried in vain to con- 
vince the rebels to make peace with 
the Romans in order to avoid the 
downfall of the city. They refused 
and questioned his loyalty. Realiz- 


Judaism After the Jewish War 


A floor mosaic from an ancient synagogue shows the curtained 


sanctuary for the Torah, flanked by lions, birds, and menorahs. steadfast love and not sacrifice.” | 


ing the danger of his position, he said to two disciples, “Make a cof- 
fin for me that I may lie in it.” With Johanan hidden inside the 
closed coffin, the disciples got as far as the gates of Jerusalem when 
gatekeepers questioned them. “It is a dead man,” they explained. 
“Do you not know that the dead may not be held overnight in Jeru- 
salem?” The gatekeepers let them pass to safety. With Jerusalem in 


ruins, Rabbi Johanan then set about 
creating a new school for rabbis in 
Jamnia, 30 miles away. The study of 
the Torah was strongly emphasized. 
During this period Jewish militancy 
gave way to openness and a re- 
newed effort toward proselytizing. 
The transformation of Judaism was 
exemplified by the rabbi’s response 
to a student’s lament upon seeing 
the Temple in ruins. Charity, said 
the rabbi, was as important as acts of 
worship, and he quoted Hosea 6:6, 
in which the Lord says, “For I desire 


The definitive split between Jews and Christians 


point of view, posed no real threat to the empire. 
They did, of course, serve also another master, whose 
kingdom was not of this world. They fully expected 
Christ to return to earth and replace the Roman Em- 
pire with one of his own design. Some (but by no 
means all) seem to have expected even an earthly 
kingdom of Christ. Nevertheless, they steadfastly: 
kept their pledge to “render to Caesar the things that 
are Caesar’s.” In order to survive and to strengthen 
their young church, Christians had to be both exem- 
plary citizens and moral individuals. As the author of 
1 Peter puts it, “Let none of you suffer as a murderer, 
or a thief, or a wrongdoer or a mischief-maker; yet if 
one suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but 
under that name let him glorify God.” 


The fall and destruction of Jerusalem in 70 led to a split 
between Christians and Jews in many cities of the 
Middle East and coincided with a progressive distanc- 
ing between them in other places. The Jewish War had 
been marked by massacres in which Gentiles killed 
large numbers of Jews, and the radical parties among 
the Jews had answered in kind. It was inevitable that 
Jewish Christians especially would become embroiled 
in the conflict. The Gospel of Matthew, written per- 
haps in Antioch, reflects the split. It refers to “their 
synagogues” and “my church.” Evidently in times 
past the community of Jewish and Gentile Christians 
in Antioch had maintained some ties to the synagogue. 
Now it was a separate congregation. 
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The Gospel of John, possibly written in Ephesus a 
short time later, reflects even sharper conflicts with 
local synagogues. This explains the tone of outright 
hostility against the Jews that appears at several points 
in John. Looked at with modern-day hindsight, this 
tone could easily be mistaken for anti-Semitism. It is 
not that, however. The condemnations were the re- 
flections of Jewish Christians who had gone through 
years of bitter controversy within the synagogues and 
had finally been excluded from them by Jewish com- 
munities who found their claims for the divinity of 
Christ incompatible with Jewish monotheism. The 
whole story of how Christians and Jews drifted apart 


ae tte - Site 


in those early years has not yet been reconstructed. It 
may never be fully known. Recent archaeological 
findings suggest that in some places, at least, Jews and 
Christians lived in close harmony with one another 
for long periods. Many details of their day-to-day cul- 
ture seem to have overlapped to the point of being 
indistinguishable from one another. The surviving 
evidence gives us sharply focused glimpses of specific 
situations, but it does not provide a reliable basis for 
generalizing on the grand sweep of events. 

When they were no longer viewed as a Jewish sect, 
Christians lost the protection that excused Jews from 
worshiping the emperor, freed them from military 
service, and permitted them to celebrate the Sabbath. 
At the same time, they did not enjoy the ancestral sta- 
tus of the Jews, whose faith was respected for its ven- 
erable antiquity. As its status changed, the church 
came to be considered an illegal sect. Christians had to 
become more cautious than they had been. 

Throughout the epistles there are exhortations to 
Christians to lead exemplary lives. First Peter offered 
also a household code for husbands, wives, and ser- 
vants. For example, to wives it says: “Let not yours 
be the outward adorning with braiding of hair, deco- 
ration of gold, and wearing of fine clothing, but let it 
be the hidden person of the heart with the imperish- 
able jewel of a gentle and quiet spirit.” The message 
from these writers was straightforward. Christians 
should follow Christ’s example in accepting suffering 
but also live moral, upright lives and not offer the 
State an excuse to single them out for punishment. 
Keep a low profile, they were told. “Be sober, be 
watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around 
like a roaring lion, seeking some one to devour.” 


Vision of coming triumph 
Not every Christian, however, was content to “be so- 


In this detail from a medieval French tapestry, John of Patmos faces the seven ber, be watchful.” Dur ing Domitian’s persecution of 
Asian churches in Revelation. Three details are wrong: the buildings, their crosses, | Christians, there was one who wielded his pen as a 
and the halos. None of these things were used by Christians in John’s time. soldier might his sword and wrote a dramatic attack 
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on the injustices of the Roman Empire. The writer is 
John (see page 90), and his work, Revelation, assured 
Christians that their suffering was only temporary. “I 
will keep you from the hour of trial which is coming 
on the whole world, to try those who dwell upon the 
earth.” This is what the angel who conveyed Jesus’ 
message said in John’s vision. “I am coming soon; 
hold fast what you have, so that no one may seize 
your crown.” In this startling work, John paints a 
dramatic picture of Christ triumphing over evil. 
Rome is described as “fallen... Babylon...a 
dwelling place of demons,” and the church is “a great 
multitude which no man could number.” Revelation, 
rich with visions and symbols, was intended to in- 
struct and inspire. Most important, it was written to 
éembolden a threatened community. 

John wrote Revelation as Christians, especially in 
Asia Minor, were refusing orders to worship the em- 
peror. He used elaborate symbols and images, drawn 
extensively from the Old Testament prophets, to 
convey his message. A “beast rising out of the sea, 
with ten horns and seven heads” represented the Ro- 


man Empire. Another beast, which rises “out of the 
earth” and “cause[s] those who would not worship 
the image of the beast to be slain,” symbolized the 
false prophets who helped enforce emperor worship. 

The beasts are eventually overthrown. Then ap- 
pears “the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down 
out of heaven from God.” John’s message was clear: 
Christ would return soon and reign in a new world. 
As 1 Peter had exhorted, “The end of all things is at 
hand; therefore keep sane and sober for your pray- 
ers.” John writes at the end of Revelation, “He who 
testifies to these things says, “Surely I am coming 
soon.’ Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!” 

Christians who faced the harshness of Roman op- 
pression would surely have taken comfort and courage 
from John’s awesome vision. They would need such 
courage to defy the empire. Christians were beginning 
to pay dearly for their beliefs. During the second cen- 
tury, the pages of church history would be stained 
with the blood of many martyrs. Some doubtless re- 
called the promise recorded in Revelation: “Be faithful 
unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.” 


An idea of what some typical 
early Christians looked like can 
be gained from these lifelike 
Junerary portraits of Greeks who 
resided in Egypt. (The portraits 
have survived because of the dry 
Egyptian climate.) Though it 
is impossible to say which, 
ifany, of these men and women 
were actually Christians, 
Greek-speaking city dwellers 
who made up most Christian 
congregations of the first 

two centuries A.D. would have 
dressed and worn their hair like 
the people depicted here. 
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Chapter Four 


DEFENDING 
THE FAITH 


Throughout the second century, the church struggled to 
come into its own amidst a flourishing revival of paganism. 
New Christian writings served to inspire and defend the 
faithful, but it was the courage of the martyrs 
that gave them the strength to continue. 


glings, wrenching of bones, hacking of limbs, crushing of the whole 

body; let cruel torments of the devil come upon me; if only I may attain 
unto Jesus Christ.” With this fervent appeal, Ignatius of Antioch embraced his 
martyrdom. His death, at the beginning of the second century, demonstrated 
such piety and courage that future Christian martyrs sought to imitate his brav- 
ery. Ignatius had been the bishop of the church in Antioch for 40 years when he 
was denounced as a Christian during a short but intense period of persecution in 
the reign of Emperor Trajan. According to legend, Ignatius was cross-examined 
by the emperor himself and still refused to follow Trajan’s orders to worship the 
Roman deities. No doubt Trajan thought to make an example of this zealous 
Christian bishop, who was probably a converted pagan. Ignatius, who was 
more than 70 years old, was given a brutal sentence: he was to be bound in 
chains and taken to Rome, where he would be devoured by beasts for the enter- 
tainment of the public. Unafraid, Ignatius regarded his punishment with joy, 


C ome fire, come cross; grapplings with wild beasts, cuttings and man- 


For his refusal to worship pagan deities, Ignatius, bishop of 
Antioch, was sentenced to die in Rome. During the long journey 
there, he was treated badly by his squad of Roman guards, but 
their cruelty only made him feel “still more a disciple.” 


Accused Christians were tried 
in courtrooms much like the 
one pictured in this fresco from 
Pompeii. The power of the 
Roman court is evident tn its 
very design. The magistrate sits 
on a dais between two assessors, 
who will help him decide the 
case, while the accused kneels 
Jar below. Christians who 
refused to deny their faith were 
usually sentenced to death. 


thanking the Lord for providing this opportunity, the 
better to prove his love for his Savior. The sentence 
extended Ignatius’ life by many months, for the trip 
was a long one by land and sea. During this arduous 
journey, Ignatius authored seven spirited letters, 
which historians date to about the year 107. He ad- 
dressed them to several churches in Asia Minor and to 
Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, who helped to preserve 
them. The letters are considered among the most sig- 
nificant Christian documents of the period. 

In each one Ignatius stressed the importance of pre- 
serving unity among the faithful. To that end, he ex- 
horted Christians to obey their bishops, just as God 
is obeyed in heaven. Being something of a prophet, 
Ignatius referred to himself as Theophorus, meaning 
“God-bearer,” and shared a divine revelation from 
the Spirit that followers of Jesus were to “pay heed 
to the bishop, the presbytery, and the deacons.” 

Ignatius was equally concerned that Christians not 
be led into error by ideas he judged heretical. One 
group, for example, wanted to meld Jewish practices, 


such as Sabbath observances, with Christian ones. Ig- 
natius warned new believers not to be led astray, “For 
if we go on observing Judaism, we admit we never 
received grace.” He opposed also another heresy, later 
called Docetism, which denied that Jesus had a true 
physical body. Adherents of this view argued that 
since the material world is inherently evil, Jesus must 
have been a pure spirit who only seemed to die on the 
cross. Ignatius was outraged. An essential tenet of the 
bishop’s faith was that Jesus did have a human body, 
suffered the tortures of the Crucifixion, and then was 
resurrected after death. 

The letters are also the final testament of a believer 
facing martyrdom. He urged his followers to do noth- 
ing to rescue him. Bound in chains he called “spiritual 
pearls,” vexed by 10 soldiers that he referred to as 
“leopards,” he traversed much of Asia Minor by foot, 
before setting sail for Rome. 

Scores of grieving believers sought out Ignatius 
during his difficult trek. To all who came to see him, 
he explained that his martyrdom would lead to a union 
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with God at the instant of death, what he called 
“attaining to God.” According to legend, when he 
reached Rome, Ignatius was devoured by two fero- 
cious lions in the Flavian amphitheater (Colosseum). 


Pliny the Younger 

As the Roman Empire expanded, it accommodated a 
variety of religions and cults. Their adherents had 
only to recognize the supremacy of the state and agree 
to honor the traditional Roman deities, whose good- 
will was considered necessary for the prosperity of the 
empire. Two troublesome exceptions were Jews and 
Christians. Both groups were considered atheists be- 
cause they refused to acknowledge the divinity of the 
Roman gods. And both were believed politically 
threatening to the state. The Jewish faith at least had 
the advantage of being an ancient national religion; 
while the relatively new Christianity to many seemed 
a dangerous and subversive superstition. 

The ignorance of nonbelievers fostered gossip and 
ugly rumors. For example, word spread that Christian 
rites included cannibalism. This misunderstanding 
was likely due to confusion over the Christian teach- 
ing that the body and blood of Christ are represented 
in the Eucharist. Christians were also accused of incest 
because they called one another brother and sister and 
exchanged the “kiss of peace,” or holy kiss, before 
celebrating the Eucharist (see page 141). As Christians 
grew in number, so did the accusations against them, 
forcing at least one Roman governor to investigate the 
legal implications of Christianity. 

That governor was Pliny the Younger, an accom- 
plished lawyer from the aristocracy and a nephew of 
the writer Pliny the Elder. Trajan put him in charge of 
the combined provinces of Bithynia-Pontus on the 
Black Sea (present-day northern Turkey). Early in 
Pliny’s tenure, in 112, anumber of Bithynians were ac- 
cused of being Christians. Upon hearing them assert 
their devotion to their faith, Pliny had those who were 
not Roman citizens executed, not for any crimes they 
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The letters of Pliny te Younger tell us much Dun the be if of a Roman nobleman 
in the second century. In the letter above, Pliny writes to a friend for advice about 


buying the land next to his estate. Money is not a problem. “My mother-in-law 


will accommodate me, whose cash-box is as much at my service as my own.” 


had committed but for obstinately refusing to deny 
their faith. By this time, being a Christian was consid- 
ered a crime against the Roman Empire. (Some histo- 
rians have speculated that the people who instigated 
the accusations were merchants who were upset over 
falling meat prices, since the Christians would not 
purchase meat left over from pagan sacrifices.) 
Soon, anonymous accusations spread, and a num- 
ber of Christians were hauled into court. Those who 
recanted, cursed Christ, and made an offering to the 
pagan gods and a statue of the emperor, Pliny set free. 
But he wondered whether the deniers were still guilty 
for having engaged in Christian activities in the past. 
When Pliny investigated exactly what these Chris- 
tian doings entailed, he discovered that the accused 
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met innocently before dawn to “chant verses” in 
praise of “Christ as a God.” The food they shared to- 
gether was “ordinary and harmless.” Such activities 
could not technically be considered crimes. 

Pliny knew that in the past, adherents of other reli- 
gions had been punished for their activities, not their 
beliefs. He was in a legal quandary. The question he 
posed to Trajan was whether he should continue to 
prosecute Christians for the name only (that is, for 
simply being Christians) or for their so-called crimes. 

Trajan replied that those convicted of being Chris- 
tians must be punished. However, those who made a 
sacrifice to the Roman gods, proving they were no 
longer Christian, were to be pardoned. Trajan made it 
clear that simply bearing the name “Christian” was a 
capital offense. He also wrote that Christians were not 
to be sought out and hunted down, and anonymous 
accusations were no longer permitted, “for they are 
unworthy of our time.” In one short paragraph, 
which Pliny preserved for posterity, Trajan laid down 
a precedent that forestalled widespread governmental 
persecution but, nonetheless, left Christians under a 
continual threat of execution should any one bring 
charges against them. 


The martyrdom of Polycarp 

In 155 or 156, some 40 years after the martyrdom of 
Ignatius, a wave of persecution suddenly swept 
Smyrna (present-day Izmir in Turkey). A number of 
Christians were martyred, among them the gentle but 
tough-minded bishop of Smyrna, Polycarp. He was 
so revered that he never had to take off his own shoes, 
as he was always surrounded by the faithful, who 
were eager to serve him. According to the second- 
century theologian Irenaeus, Polycarp, as a young 
man, had known several Apostles. From his Epistle to 
the Philippians, Polycarp’s only extant writing, it is 
clear that his faith was a blend of compassion and 
exhortation and his style very similar to that of the 
pastoral letters in the New Testament. 


Polycarp’s ordeal was recorded in great detail in a 
letter from the church of Smyrna to that in another 
town of Asia Minor. This moving document, The 
Martyrdom of Polycarp, is the oldest known account of 
a Christian martyrdom. It graphically describes the 
persecutions of a dozen Christians and then focuses 
exclusively on Polycarp. ‘Though not intimidated, the 
elderly bishop heeded his followers’ urging to go into 
hiding. As Polycarp prayed night and day for the de- 
liverance of others, he had a vision that his pillow 
burst into flames, and he knew he would be burned 
alive—a form of execution at the time. 

The letter recounts that when Polycarp was arrest- 
ed and brought before the crowd filled with loathing 
for the atheist, he refused the Roman proconsul’s 
pleas to curse Christ, declaring, “Eighty-six years I 
have served him, and he never did me any wrong. 
How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?” The 
provincial city’s one lion was sated from previous 
spectacles, and Polycarp was, as he had foreseen, 
burned at the stake. He requested not to be nailed in 
place, promising that “he who grants me to endure 
the fire will enable me also to remain on the pyre un- 
moved.” When the piles of wood were lit, the flames 
formed a wall around him; only after the executioner 
reached into the pyre to stab him, did he die. 

The devotion of Polycarp’s followers was so great, 
the governor was warned not to allow Christians to 
take his remains, “else they will abandon the Cruci- 
fied, and begin worshiping this one.” His disciples 
managed to gather from the pyre a few of his bones, 
which were considered “more valuable than gold.” 
This is perhaps the first reference to the reverence ear- 
ly Christians had for the relics of martyrs. 


The martyrs of Lyons 

Sporadic persecutions followed, but none was as bru- 
tal as the one at Lyons, in Gaul (present-day France), a 
thriving Roman province. In the summer of 177, ha- 
tred toward Christians there mysteriously erupted. As 
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with Polycarp, the trials and tribulations of the Lyons 
martyrs were carefully preserved. The accused were 
mostly immigrants who had become prosperous 
tradespeople. Some of their pagan slaves were tor- 
tured by the authorities until they confessed that their 
masters practiced cannibalism and incest. As a result, 
Christians were subjected to terrible punishments. 

The 90-year-old bishop Pothinus was beaten so se- 
verely that he died two days later. Many of the victims 
were confined to dank and airless underground dun- 
geons, where they succumbed to inhuman conditions 
or were strangled by their jailers. Other “athletes of 
faith,” as they referred to themselves, were whipped 
repeatedly and roasted on a red-hot iron chair before 
being torn apart by wild beasts. 

The most poignant martyr of all was the delicate 
young Blandina, who endured incredibly painful and 
protracted tortures without complaint. Her prayers 
inspired strength in her companions. Even the pagans 
were moved by her unusual courage. 

The more the faithful confessed to being Christian, 
the more they were brutally tortured. Even a number 
of those who recanted were punished, in defiance of 
Trajan’s policy to spare those who denied the faith. 

Why were the people of these cities in ancient Gaul 
so full of hatred toward Christians? Some historians 
have speculated that in this case those who were per- 
secuted may have fulfilled an economic function of 
sorts. Whereas rich landowners were expected to fur- 
nish professional gladiators for public entertainment, 
condemned criminals, such as Christians, could be 
used instead, and for a tenth of the cost. 

Throughout the orgy of hate in Lyons, the martyrs 
never vilified their barbarous torturers; instead, they 
prayed for them. To the Christians, the war was 
against Satan, not the Roman people or their govern- 
ment. Indeed many Christians longed for the chance 
to be martyrs in order to imitate the death of Jesus on 
the cross. Their faith proved so steadfast that Roman 
guards refused to return to the Christians any of the 


martyrs’ remains for fear that they would rise again. 
Instead, the guards threw the bones into a river. 

The third-century theologian Tertullian noted, 
“The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church.” 
Their deaths not only inspired countless other believ- 
ers, and possibly helped attract new converts, but also 
served to underscore the growing spiritual despera- 
tion and insecurity lurking beneath the surface of the 
ever prosperous Roman Empire. 


High tide of the empire 
The Roman Empire enjoyed unparalleled peace and 
prosperity during the second century. Diverse nation- 
alities mingled easily under the umbrella of imperial 
protection, and talented provincials rose to power in 
Rome itself. One such outsider was Marcus Ulpius 
Trajanus, better known as Trajan. A nobleman born 
in the Spanish territories, he was the first emperor to 
come from the provinces. Assuming power in 99, 
Trajan proved a conscientious administrator and able 
politician. He restored confidence to the state and re- 
paired the damage done during Domitian’s reign. 
At heart, Trajan was a soldier, and as emperor, he 
spent more than half of his 20-year rule leading mili- 
tary expeditions to extend the empire’s boundaries. 
Just and kind, Trajan earned the loyalty of his soldiers 
by living alongside them in hardship, even ripping up 
his own clothing to help bandage their wounds. 
After two wars with the aggressive Dacians, whose 
territory included present-day Rumania, he won a re- 
gion rich in gold and silver mines, which he used to 
replenish Rome’s depleted treasury. In celebrating the 
victory, he delighted the Roman populace with four 
months of public games. About 10,000 gladiators 
fought, and 11,000 animals were slaughtered. A more 
lasting gift to the citizenry was his far-sighted build- 
ing program with its unprecedented achievements in 
engineering, town planning, and architecture. A note- 
worthy example is the Forum of Trajan, or market- 
place, parts of which still stand in Rome today. 
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Unfortunately, what had succeeded in the West 
floundered in the East. Trajan tried to take control of 
Armenia and Parthia (modern-day Iran), but his re- 
sources were overextended, and revolts sprang up. 
His conquests in the East also depleted the number of 
peacekeeping soldiers, who guarded the ever expand- 
ing empire. When a violent uprising of Jews erupted 
in Cyrenaica (modern-day Libya) in 115, the few 
troops available were powerless to stop it. The revolt 
spread quickly to regions in the Mediterranean and as- 
sumed the character of a formal war. Cyprus was 
devastated when the Jews attacked Greek inhabitants 
there and wrecked roads and buildings. Trajan’s gen- 
erals, in turn, executed thousands of Jews. 

By 117 the Jewish rebellion was all but over when 
Trajan had a stroke. Too ill to continue, he turned the 
army over to his younger cousin and ward, Hadrian, 
and set off for Rome. A few days later Trajan died. 
The very next day, it was announced that Hadrian 
had been adopted as his imperial successor. 


Trajan’s Column, right, stands 
over 100 feet high. Erected 
in Rome sometime between 106 
and 113, it tells the story, 
in spiraling scenes, of his army’s 
heroic victory over the warring 
Dacians. Once capping 
the column was a bronze statue 
of Trajan himself, but in 1588 
it was replaced with one of 
Saint Peter. In a detail from the 
pillar, above, Trajan (fourth 
from right) offers a sacrifice to 
pagan gods. An image of the 
monument, which symbolizes 
Trajan’s military might, 
appeared on a coin that also 
bore his likeness. 
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Bie es 
During his later years, the emperor Hadrian eschewed traveling for the pleasure 
of his villa in Tivoli, outside Rome. It was a spectacular complex of buildings 


and gardens, more than a mile long. A lover of Greek art, he had copies of 
famous Greek statues set along the edge of the villa’s reflecting pools. 


Hadrian, the great conciliator 

Following such an esteemed leader would be difficult 
for anyone, but it was especially so for Hadnan. Dark 
rumors spread in the Senate that Hadrian was roman- 
tically involved with Trajan’s wife. Many felt she had 
engineered his imperial adoption by forgery. 

Army commanders were distressed when the first 
thing Hadrian did was give up territories that Trajan 
had fought to acquire. He abandoned Trajan’s policy 
of expanding the empire through conquest. Making 
peace and consolidation his goals, he decided to keep 
only those territories that could be securely defended. 
Thus, Armenia went back to the Parthians. 


Hadrian transformed the aims of the army from 
conquest to border control, yet he managed to intro- 
duce a code of discipline that maintained the peace- 
time military at peak efficiency. He also invested in 
impressive defensive works, such as the stone wall 
that runs through northern Britain. Money that had 
once paid for battles was now poured into construc- 
tion of new buildings. Hadrian rebuilt, among other 
things, the renowned Pantheon in Rome, a temple 
dedicated to all the pagan gods and goddesses. 

A cultured man, Hadrian performed music, painted 
with sensitivity, and tried his hand at writing. On his 
deathbed he wrote these lines: 


Sweet little soul, flitting, fair, 
My body’s guest and friend, 
I wonder where you'll end. 
A little ghost, stiffened, bare? 
You'll miss your jesting there. 


The cosmopolitan Greek lifestyle appealed greatly 
to Hadrian, who spent much time visiting Athens. 
Where Trajan had traveled for conquest, Hadrian tra- 
versed the empire to absorb its beauty and culture. 
Though open-minded, Hadrian found it difficult to 
tolerate the religious separatism of the Jews, which 
continued even after nearly two centuries of Roman 
rule. He had fought them during the Jewish rebellion 
in 115 and perhaps felt little concern for such combat- 
ive people. Many historians argue, however, that 
news of Hadrian’s plans to rebuild Jerusalem as a pa- 
gan city dedicated to the god Jupiter precipitated the 
Bar Kokhba revolt of 132 (see box on page 128). After 
the war, he did indeed build a pagan city, with a tem- 
ple to Jupiter on the sacred site of the Jewish Temple 
and a sanctuary to Venus on the spot where tradition 
holds that Jesus was crucified. 

However, Hadrian’s legal actions toward Chris- 
tians were moderate. Like Trajan, he received a letter 
from a local governor asking for guidance on how to 
treat Christians, Hadrian replied: “By Hercules, you 


must be very careful to see that if anybody accuses 
one of them falsely, you assign him severe penalties in 
proportion to his malice.” 

Hadrian began the long process of making Roman 
law more uniform. In the past, whenever a local mag- 
istrate had taken office, he had issued edicts regarding 
his interpretation of specific civil laws. Because these 
edicts were customarily renewed by incoming magis- 
trates, their interpretations became part of the Roman 
civil law. However, some magistrates did not renew 
the old rulings but instead issued new ones that re- 
versed or contradicted those of their predecessors. 
The result was legal instability. To eliminate this con- 
fusion, Hadrian commissioned a group of Rome’s 
best jurists to unify existing decrees into a definitive 
code, which only the emperor could alter. 

His personal life, however, was far from consistent. 
Midway through his reign in 124, Hadrian, whose 
marriage was correct but cold, fell in love with a 
handsome young page named Antinoiis. Some six 
years later, as the emperor’s entourage was traveling 
up the Nile to visit famous sites, the youth drowned. 
Grief-stricken, Hadrian declared him a god. Many cit- 
ies built temples in the youth’s honor, and Hadrian 
commissioned portrait statues, 500 of which still exist 
today. Apparently, many people responded to this 
new cult and avidly worshiped the new deity. 


The revival of paganism 
From its earliest beginnings, the worship of numerous 
divinities had been part of the social and political 
fabric of Rome. As far back as the fifth century B.c., 
Romans had sacrificed to Apollo, an Olympian god, 
to rid the land of pestilence. Augustus Caesar, emper- 
or at the time of Jesus’ birth, is credited with returning 
pomp and splendor to the state religion. He even 
went so far as to add his murdered great-uncle, Julius 
Caesar, to the pantheon of gods to be worshiped. 
Starting with Julius Caesar, a number of Roman 
rulers were deified, usually after their deaths. In the 


first century, the emperor Domitian had scandalized 
his contemporaries by demanding deification while 
still alive. In Athens, Hadrian was proclaimed “the 
Olympian” and honored alongside the god Jupiter. 
These are but a few examples of the emperor cult, 
which provides evidence that for Romans there was 
virtually no distinction between the state and religion 
or between political and spiritual allegiances. 

The peace and prosperity achieved by Trajan and 
Hadrian spurred new spiritual and intellectual devel- 
opments. Traveling merchants and soldiers brought 
different religions from the East, while philosophy 
students from all provinces flocked to Athens to be 
educated in the teachings of Plato or the Stoics. 


Hadrian’s Wall spans 73 miles 
in northern Britain, near the 
Scottish border. Hadrian 

had the 20-foot-high defense 
work built to hinder continuous 
attacks from warring barbarian 
tribes, namely the Scots 

and the Picts. Protected by 
numerous forts, the wall 
marked the northern boundry 
of the Roman Empire. 
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Indeed, members of all classes sought answers to the 
search for meaning in an age that offered material 
well-being but little spiritual fulfillment. 

In such a time of religious questioning, spiritual 
charlatans abounded. One notorious scoundrel, Alex- 
ander of Abonoteichos, convinced the gullible that a 
captive snake wearing a model of Asclepius’ head 
could reveal the future. Alexander displayed the snake 
and through a hidden tube, spoke, as if he were an 
oracle. Alexander was richly rewarded for such magi- 
cal powers. Despite the rumors that his practices were 
corrupt, he was highly successful. 

Pagans believed in fate and looked to the gods for 
aid. They gave heed to prophecy, which helped to 
warm and advise, often seeking predictions at the 
shrines of oracles. And they believed in astrology, 
which was considered a science. Astrology, they 
thought, could reveal the course of an individual’s life 
determined by the movements of celestial bodies. But 
none of these things could answer the deeper spiritual 
questions or provide freedom from the control of fate 
or the stars. Perhaps in an attempt to find answers, an 
increasing number of pagans turned to the mystery 
religions of Demeter, Isis, and Cybele. 


The wrath of the goddess Demeter 

The Greeks had long believed in an afterlife, with the 
deceased descending into the underworld to exist as 
shadowy beings. It was an ancient myth, concerning 
the ruler of the underworld, Hades, that gave rise to 
the cult of Demeter and the promise of a happy after- 
life. In this story Hades abducted Persephone, the 
daughter of the Greek grain goddess, Demeter, and 
kept her in his gloomy domain. Demeter was so out- 
raged that she refused to return to Mount Olympus 
and resume her role as goddess of the harvest. As she 
roamed the world looking for her daughter, the earth 
suffered such terrible famine that Zeus (also known as 
Jupiter) ordered Hades to return Persephone to her 
mother. Unfortunately, Persephone had been tricked 


into eating pomegranate seeds during her imprison- 
ment, not knowing that partaking of food in the un- 
derworld would make her escape impossible. Zeus 
imposed a compromise. Persephone could leave, but 
each year, during the four winter months, she would 
have to return to Hades. This cycle accords with the 
growing of grain in ancient Greece. Seeds were plant- 
ed in autumn, the plants flourished under the warm 
winter sun, then were harvested in spring and kept un- 
derground in storage during the hot summer months. 

Demeter had supposedly instructed the noblemen 
of Eleusis, a town near Athens, in her sacred rites. To 
perpetuate her teachings, the citizens of Athens built a 
huge sanctuary in Eleusis to honor the goddess and 
reenact the secret ntuals she had introduced. Initiation 
into the Greater Mysteries began in September and in- 
cluded a festive 14-mile procession from Athens to 
Eleusis that ended in all-night dancing and singing. 
The initiates went through rituals involving fasting, 
sacrificing a pig, and drinking a mixture of barley, 
water, and mint. Some scholars believe that this po- 
tion contained a hallucinogen, possibly ergot, which 
provoked rapturous visions. To attain the highest lev- 
el of secret knowledge, initiates returned a year later 
to participate in more rituals and to view, for the first 
time, sacred objects of the mysteries. 

The Eleusinian mysteries were considered so sacred 
that initiates were forbidden to speak about them. The 
initiation could be expensive, but it was considered 
worth the price. On one of his many journeys 
through Greece, Hadrian himself became an initiate, 
and even the Stoic Marcus Aurelius was admitted into 
the inner sanctum at Eleusis. 


Isis, an Egyptian goddess 

One of the most successful religions of the second cen- 
tury was devoted to Isis, an Egyptian goddess, who, it 
was believed, could grant her followers success and 
freedom from fate in this world and protect them 
when they arrived in the underworld. According to 


ancient myth, Isis had been married to her brother 
Osiris, a wise and beneficent ruler who was murdered 
by his jealous brother, Set. While searching for the 
body of Osiris, Isis discovered that Set had cut it into 
14 parts, which he had scattered all over the country. 
She was able to retrieve all but the genitals. These she 
replaced with a gold image, replicas of which were car- 
ried in ritual processions of the Isis cult. Osiris became 
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ruler of the underworld and took care of Isis’ follow- 
ers when they reached the world below. In the Greco- 
Roman world, Osiris was renamed Serapis and was 
worshiped throughout the empire. 

The goddess Isis was praised with daily worship 
services held in her temples. She required chastity of 
her priests and repentance from her followers, who 
might do penance by crying their sins aloud in the 


To reach the fearful oracle of 
Trophonius (in central Greece), 
a person had to climb down 
into a stone pit, where he was 
then drawn through a small 
opening into a dark passage. 
Clutching honey-cakes to feed 
any mythical serpents along the 
way, the terrified supplicant 
later emerged, feet first, 
through the same opening, 
having triumphantly obtained 
visions of the future. 
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White-robed followers of Isis, 
Egyptian goddess of life, walk 
behind a priestess, who wears a 
snake, sacred to Isis, wrapped 
around her arm. Devotees often 
carried in processions musical 


instruments, such as the sistrum, 


directly above. The cult of Isis 
was extremely popular during 
the second century. 
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streets. One initiate described a powerful dream in 
which Isis revealed that she had the power to save him 
from fate as well as the vagaries of magic but only if 
he remained her loyal servant. 


Cybele, the ancient fertility goddess 

The mystery religion of Cybele, or the Great Mother, 
was brought to Rome in 204 B.c. during the Punic 
Wars. At the time, Hannibal seemed poised to con- 
quer the city. When the Senate consulted the Sybilline 
Books, ancient texts containing prophecies, it was ad- 
vised to enlist the aid of Cybele, the mother goddess 
from Phrygia (a region now part of central Turkey). 
A black meteorite, identified as the image of the god- 
dess, was brought to Rome. After years of warfare, 
Hannibal was finally turned back, and a temple to the 
Great Mother was built in Rome. Eventually, a festi- 
val to commemorate the coming of the goddess was 
held each year from April 4 through 10. 


Spring festivals also centered around her consort, 
Attis, whose sacred symbol was a pine tree and whose 
priests were eunuchs, known as Galli. From March 15 
through 27, Attis was honored in a series of rituals, 
including the decoration ofa pine tree with ornaments 
and self-flagellation by the mendicant priests. They let 
their hair grow long and donned female garb, perhaps 
to identify with the Great Mother, acknowledged as 
the creator of all gods and all mankind. 

Romans were both repelled and fascinated by this 
Eastern religion. In a ceremony called the taurobolium, 
an initiate waited in a deep pit beneath a wooden lat- 
tice, upon which a garlanded live bull was laid. When 
the animal was slain with a spear, the participant lifted 
up his face to the shower of blood, drinking it as it 
anointed him. This ritual was possibly a kind of puri- 
fication in preparation for the afterlife and was appar- 
ently good for a 20-year period, after which an initiate 
would have to repeat it. The religion became so en- 


trenched in Roman life that in the mid-second century 
the image of the Great Mother appeared on coins. 

“In the mysteries,” wrote one pagan, “we learn not 
only to live happily but to die with fairer hope.” The 
mysteries provided a way to satisfy deep spiritual 
longings, as well as circumvent the finality of one’s 
fate. Moreover, they sanctioned new roles for Roman 
women, some of whom served as priestesses. 

It was common for wealthy Romans to be initiated 
into several mystery religions. Only Christians and 
Jews refused to share in the revival of ancient religions 
that was sweeping the empire in the second century. 
Their uncompromising monotheism led them to 
view the many gods of the empire as demonic. 


The religious policies of Antoninus Pius 

Because of its exclusivity, Christianity remained a 
banned superstition and continued to be perceived as 
inimical to the state. However, during the reign of 
Hadrian’s successor, Antoninus Pius (138-161), there 
were few outbreaks of persecution against Christians. 
In fact, Antoninus Pius discouraged them. He also 
modified Hadrian’s ruling that in effect forbade cir- 
cumcision, allowing Jews to circumcise their sons but 
not Gentile converts. With this policy, further expan- 
sion of Judaism was prevented. However, he upheld 
Hadrian’s edict that barred Jews from their holy city 
of Jerusalem and enforced it by building a ring of mili- 
tary posts around the city. 

Antoninus was not Hadrian’s first choice for suc- 
cessor. The man whom Hadrian had been grooming 
for the job, Lucius Verus, died suddenly. Hadrian, 
suffering from a fatal illness, chose Antoninus, a law- 
yer from a senatorial family, who was a fine judge and 
capable adminstrator. Apparently, Antoninus deliber- 
ated for some time before accepting Hadrian’s offer. 
He was granted supreme administrative authority on 
February 25, 138, and took the title Imperatoris as part 
of his own name—the first ever to do so. When Ha- 
drian died four months later, he became emperor. 


Although Hadrian had repeatedly challenged the 
Senate’s authority, Antoninus managed to convince 
Rome’s ruling body to deify his late adoptive father. 
For this action and for his devotion to state religion, 
the name Pius (or “pious”) was added to Antoninus’ 
name. With deft political and administrative abilities, 
Antoninus quickly gained the Senate’s respect, and 
using great diplomacy, he was able to contain or limit 
many military conflicts. 

Antoninus continued Hadrian’s effort to codify the 
Roman law, working to remove any inconsistencies. 
More important, he anticipated two basic principles 
of civilized justice when he decreed that a man is to be 
considered innocent until proven guilty; and in cases 
where there is any doubt, the verdict should be re- 
solved in favor of the accused. 

Throughout his 23-year reign, Antoninus Pius did 
not once leave Italy, preferring to live unpretentiously 


in his villa just outside Rome. He despised political 
Continued on page 127 


A priest of Cybele, the Asian 


fertility goddess, is shown 
in full vestments. He holds 


a pomegranate (symbol of life) 


and a dish of pine cones and 


fruit (symbolizing fertility). 
Beside him are objects used 


in the cult rites, a tambourine, 


flutes, cymbals, and a whip 
for self-flagellation. 
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A Philosopher-Emperor 


By birth a member of the circle that surrounded Hadrian, 
Marcus Aurelius was educated for high office from earliest 
childhood. Following his accession, he came closer to the 
old ideal of philosopher-king than any of the other Roman 
emperors. His watchword was “to worship and bless the 
gods, and to do good to men.” 

In private life, he endured much disappointment. His be- 
loved adoptive brother, Lucius Verus, with whom he 
shared the imperial post for a time, was unfit for power but 
luckily was carried off by a stroke before it became neces- 
sary to remove him. An unworthy wife and an infamous 
son (Commodus, who became one of the worst emperors) 
were lifelong.burdens that he bore without complaint. 

Although famous for benevolence, piety, and clemency, 
Marcus Aurelius could not have felt he had anything in com- 
mon with the Christians. It seems never to have dawned on 
him that many of them were, like himself, brave, dedicated, 
highminded, and pure of heart. Like many other Romans of 
his day, he considered Christianity to be a superstition and its 
adherents unintelligent fanatics. 

He believed in a divine purpose. “We all work together 
toward one final end, some with knowledge thereof and 
conscious intelligence, and some in ignorance.” This was his 
prayer: “Give what Thou wilt, take back what Thou wilt.” 

His Stoic philosophy, expressed in his diary, published as 
the Meditations, called for high ethical self-government by an 
individual. Many of its precepts coincide with Christian 
teachings, but the two ways of life were worlds apart. Asa 
Stoic, Marcus Aurelius believed that “it is enough to abide 
with the Divinity that is within,” in other words, that salva- 
tion is an individual affair, between a man and the divine 
light within himself. His social credo was simple: “Love the 
human race!” Christians, on the other hand, believed that 
God’s saving grace, not only inside the individual but pre- 
sent in the group and the outside world as well, had come in 
the person of Jesus Christ. Salvation came from commu- 
nion with him and loving one another. 
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A generous ruler, Marcus Aurelius increased the number of people 
who were eligible for free com from the state. He forgave unpaid 
taxes during his reign and provided many games and spectacles. 


corruption and once said, “Nothing is meaner, indeed 
more heartless, than to nibble at the property of the 
State without adding to it by one’s own efforts.” He 
encouraged the rich to be as generous as he in making 
donations to better the empire. When his beloved 
wife, Faustina, died in 141, Antoninus Pius endowed 
an institution for poor Roman girls in her honor. He 
did much to improve the empire, finishing the baths 
at Ostia, which Hadrian had begun, and constructing 
countless roads and bridges. 

While always generous, Antoninus was loath to 
show signs of extravagance. During the 900th anni- 
versary of Rome’s legendary founding, he celebrated 
modestly by issuing a series of commemorative me- 
dallions that paid honor to the history of Rome. 

Antoninus Pius died, childless, in 161. His final 
watchword, “peace of mind,” was an inspiration to 
his adoptive son and son-in-law, Marcus Aurelius. 
The wise Antoninus had made a deep impression 
upon Marcus Aurelius, who later wrote: “Remember 
his qualities, so that when your last hours come your 
conscience may be as clear as his.” 

When Marcus assumed the imperial robes, he sur- 
prised everyone by appointing Lucius Verus the 
Younger, his adoptive brother, as his full colleague, 
thus introducing dual emperorship. However, the 
peace Rome had enjoyed under Antoninus Pius was 
soon overturned. Marcus and Lucius had to protect the 
Eastern provinces from the Parthians. Lucius success- 
fully routed the invaders but died in 169. Marcus, now 
sole emperor, not only had to fend off a serious threat 
to the empire from invading Germanic tribes but also 
was forced to deal with the aftermath of a plague that 
had decimated the ranks of the army. No doubt his 
Stoic philosophy helped him prevail through these dif- 
ficulties (see box, opposite page). 

Though sickly, Marcus Aurelius never shied from 
physical hardship. Most of his 20 years as emperor 
were spent campaigning against Germanic tribes. In 
spare moments during the years 169 to 175, he wrote 


his Meditations, a collection of thoughts and observa- 
tions by one who seemed more suited to philosophy 
than war. Though just and compassionate, Marcus 
had little patience for Christians, whose teachings he 
viewed as a threat to society and an affront to the 
gods. It was during his reign that the Christians of 
Lyons suffered persecution and martyrdom. 


The challenge of heresy 

As the church spread to all parts of the empire, the 
customs and cultures of regional groups exerted a 
powerful impact on its development. Factions began 
to form, claiming different interpretations concerning 
Jesus and his Apostles. But instead of weakening the 
church, dissenting opinions and beliefs seemed to spur 
the development of a creed and canon that unified and 
strengthened the more dominant segments of Chris- 
tianity. In the ensuing battles, however, the groups 
that lost ground had much of their literature either 
destroyed or lost. History, as one sage quipped, is 
written by the winners, not the losers. To the victor 
goes an assured place in the annals of history. 

Certain sects of Jewish Christians posed a special 
challenge to the emerging church. They considered 
themselves descendants of the earliest Christians in 
Jerusalem, yet they tried to combine Jesus’ teaching 
with the religion of the Old Testament and its laws. 
Unfortunately, much of the writings of these Jewish- 
Christian sects has been lost. From a few surviving 
fragments, historians have managed to piece together a 
broad outline of their thought. One group, known as 
the Ebionites, apparently had their own book, the Gos- 
pel of the Ebionites, written probably about the middle 
of the second century. Fortunately, a few quotations 
from this fascinating work have been preserved in the 
writings of an early church historian. 

The Ebionites saw Jesus as the latest in a long line of 
prophets. Apparently, they did not believe he was 
born the divine Son of God, but rather that when at his 
baptism the Holy Spirit descended on Jesus in the form 


Although Antoninus Pius was 
not the first choice of Hadrian 


jor emperor, he proved to 


be worthy of the task. Thanks 


to Antoninus’ diligence and 
keen sense for politics, the 


empire enjoyed more than 20 
years of peace. During his reign, 


Rome celebrated the 900th 
anniversary of its founding. 
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“Son of a Star”: The Tragic Coming of a Would-be Messiah 


Jewish zealots had suffered crushing defeat 
in their first great rebellion against Rome 
between 66 and 73, yet many Jews had still 
not resigned themselves to living under 
Roman rule. Jewish insurrection broke out 
anew in 115, and it took the Romans two 
years to put down the revolt. 

Another uprising, which was to prove 
the last, flared in Palestine probably about 
132. It seems to have coincided with the 
emperor Hadrian’s intention to build a pa- 
gan city on the ruins of Jerusalem and with 
his edict that effectively banned the rite of 
circumcision. But the date for this unhappy 
stroke of policy is not precise—it may have 
come after not before the rebellion. 

The Jews of Judea and Galilee rose under 
the leadership of Simeon Ben Kosiba, 
known to posterity by his messianic title 
Bar Kokhba, which translates as “son of a 
star.” The name is based on the prophecy: 
“A star shall come forth out of Jacob, and a 
scepter shall rise out of Israel” (Numbers 
24:17). It is difficult to form a clear idea of 
Bar Kokhba from the mass of folklore and 
sparse historical references concerning him. 
Many of his followers apparently thought 
he was the Messiah, while some Christians 
saw the man as a murderous impostor. Re- 
cently discovered letters by him confirm 
the image of a Napoleonic leader who kept 
a tight grip on both the economy and the 
armed forces, busied himself with details, 
and denounced lazy commanders: “You 
are living well, eating and drinking off the 
property of the house of Israel, and care 
nothing about your brethren.” 


The Romans failed to take the rebellion 
seriously at first, and the insurgents took 
Jerusalem and much of the surrounding 
territory in Judea. Bar Kokhba proclaimed 
an independent state, issued new coinage, 
and imposed controls on the economy. 

His success was short-lived. Rome 
brought in reinforcements from as far away 
as Britain. Avoiding pitched battle, the le- 
gions laid siege to Jewish strongholds. One 
by one they fell. About 135 the Romans 
stormed the fortress Bether. Bar Kokhba 
died in the battle, and the revolt ended. 

According to the Greek historian Dio 
Cassius, 50 fortresses and nearly 1,000 vil- 
lages had been destroyed by the time it all 
ended, and half'a million Jews had died. So 
many of those who survived were carried 
off as slaves that the price of a Jew in the 
slave market was less than that of a horse. 
(This last legend was recorded by Jerome, 
the Bible translator, who lived in Bethle- 
hem during the late fourth century.) 

The psychological consequences for the 
Jews went far beyond the destruction and 
loss of life. Bar Kokhba’s revolt marked 
the last serious attempt until modern times 
to found an independent Jewish state. 
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In the last days of the Bar Kokhba revolt, rebel- 
held territory shrank to the Judean mountains and 
included rebel strongholds at Herodium, Bether, 
and maybe a third one near Tekoa. Eventually, 
the Romans destroyed them one by one. 


Bar Kokhba struck over old coinage with 
new inscriptions. The silver denarius 
shown here (left) bears Simeon’s name, 
while the other side (right) reads: “For the 
JSreedom of Jerusalem.” Other coins were 
inscribed “Simeon prince of Israel,” 
and still others were dated, for example, 
“Year one of the redemption of Israel.” 


of a dove, it signified his adoption by God. Ebionites 
continued to adhere to many rituals prescribed in the 
Old Testament, such as observing the Sabbath. They 
disliked the Apostle Paul, for he opposed the obser- 
vance of certain Jewish practices, such as circumcision. 
But while they revered the Torah, the Ebionites be- 
lieved that Jesus had done away with all Temple sacri- 
fices and had called them to an ascetic life. As the 
church became more and more Gentile in composi- 
tion, such Jewish-Christian sects lost their influence. 


Justin and Trypho 

Though the great majority of Jews were unconvinced 
by the message of Christianity, there is evidence that 
early Christians were still intent on spreading the gos- 
pel among them. Justin, later known as Justin Martyr 
because of his martyr’s death (see page 140), was a 
second-century philosopher who converted to Chris- 
tianity as a young man. He wrote a number of works, 
including a fascinating rendition of a debate with a 
Greek-speaking Jew named Trypho. 

Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho may have been writ- 
ten around 155, during the reign of Antonius Pius, 
though the actual debate supposedly took place some 
20 years earlier. Throughout this work, he repeatedly 
argues that the coming of Christ was the fulfillment of 
Old Testament prophecies. In one passage, for in- 
stance, Justin has Trypho question how Jesus could be 
the Christos (the Greek word for “Messiah”) when, 
according to Jewish law, death by crucifixion is de- 
meaning and, therefore, unworthy of the Messiah. 
Justin explains that the mystery of the cross can be 
traced to the Old Testament, when it is understood 
symbolically. To make his point, he interprets a pas- 
sage in which he says Moses stretched out both arms 
for hours, a sign that assured the Israelites’ victory 
over a warring enemy. To Justin, that symbol of ex- 
tended arms signified Israel’s salvation—a sign that 
Christ on the cross ultimately fulfilled. The church is 
the new Israel, Justin goes on to explain. He urges 


Trypho and other Jews to accept the fact that Christ 
came for all people: “The Lawgiver is come but you 
discern him not; the poor have the Gospel preached to 
them, the blind see, but you understand not.” 

The Dialogue is a gentlemanly encounter between a 
Jew and a Christian that is free of the virulent attacks 
against Judaism that characterized the work of many 
later writers. Justin is sympathetic to Trypho’s confu- 
sion over the various and sundry beliefs that were in- 
undating the church. He assures Trypho that Jesus 
himself had prophesied, “Many false prophets will 
arise and lead many astray.” 


Gnosticism 
One religious movement that profoundly challenged 
orthodox Christianity was Gnosticism (from the 
Greek word gnosis, which means “knowledge”). The 
Gnostics of the second century saw themselves as an 
elite group that held the key to the secret of salvation. 
Only their own mystical knowledge of an otherwise 
unknowable God would bring inner peace and salva- 
tion. Many Gnostics considered themselves to be 
Christians but strongly believed that their unique spiri- 
tual gnosis differentiated them from the masses. 
Inspired by a longing for spiritual knowledge and 
mystical experience, Gnostics were concerned with 
the mystery of good and evil. The movement was 
considered so radical that it was eventually driven un- 
derground, and most of its writings were destroyed. 
For centuries, much of what was known about Gnos- 
ticism had to be gleaned from the writings of critics 
and opponents. Then in 1945 an astonishing discov- 
ery was made at Nag Hammadi in Egypt. Found in- 
side an ancient earthen jar were 13 books, or codices, 
that included Gnostic writings. These books were 
compilations of some 50 texts, which described, 
among other things, Gnostic rituals, apocalyptic vi- 
sions, and creation stories. Several texts claimed to be 
gospels preserving sayings of Jesus. This find tells us 
much about the radical nature of Gnostic theology. 
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Essentially, Gnostics believed that there are two sepa- 
rate realms. One is the world of spiritual light, ruled 
by asingle, transcendent, and utterly indescribable Be- 
ing. The other is the material world of darkness and ig- 
norance, in which mankind dwells. Knowledge is the 
bridge that permits one to escape from the realm of blind 
materiality into the realm of spirit. 

Some Gnostic leaders were originally members of 
mainstream Christian communities. One was Valen- 
tinus, a theologian in Rome from around 140 to 150. 
He was a brilliant intellectual, who was perhaps even 
considered for the post of bishop of Rome; his influ- 
ence on Gnosticism was so profound that those who 
followed his teaching were called Valentinians. Like 
other Gnostic leaders, Valentinus formulated stories 
that expressed a vision of the creation of the world. 


Gnosticism was a major religious movement in the second century. Bird masks, such as the one 
depicted in this mosaic, were part of a ritual disguise thought to be used in Gnostic ceremonies. 
Two griffins, fantastical animals with wings, appear to be guarding a temple. 
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His myth holds that through countless ages, 30 spiri- 
tual beings issued from the supreme Father in pairs of 
male and female; these couples were the personifica- 
tion of divine qualities, such as goodness and truth. 
The last female to appear was Sophia (sophia is Greek 
for “‘wisdom”). In her desperate passion to know the 
unknowable Father, she rejected her partner and con- 
ceived by herself a malformed child whom she called 
Taldabaoth (most probably translated as “Child of 
Chaos”). While her passions produced elements of the 
material world, her recalcitrant child shaped them 
into the dark world of mankind. Ignorant of the pow- 
ers above him, Ialdabaoth thought that he was the 
only god and urged people to worship him. From 
Sophia, however, a spark of the true divine realm was 
trapped deep within the heart of man. 

Salvation comes when Jesus is sent by the God of 
Light to lead Sophia into enlightenment and separate 
her from her passions. To the Gnostics, Jesus was not 
the Son of God in human form. He was instead the 
great revealer of gnosis—the flame of illumination 
from the divine realm that continues to burn in truly 
spiritual people. Not everyone was capable of receiv- 
ing gnosis, they believed, but only a select few who 
managed to recognize within themselves the spark 
that was their true identity. The revelation by Jesus of 
the true God helped such seekers to awaken from the 
stupor caused by Ialdabaoth and turn toward a mysti- 
cal vision of their original Father and true self. 

Gnosticism was a fascinating blend of Christianity, 
religious speculation, mysticism, Greek philosophy, 
and Judaism. According to Irenaeus, Valentinian 
Gnostics claimed “to know the deep things of God” 
and to have “perfect knowledge of God.” 

How did one become a member of a Gnostic sect? 
Methods varied. Some groups drew up instructions 
for elaborate initiation rituals, many of which includ- 
ed a second baptism. Others eschewed formal rites 
and emphasized self-knowledge. One Gnostic writer 
explained, “Itisnotthe . . . [baptism] which liberates, 


but it is gnosis [knowledge] of who we were, what 
we have become; whence we were; into what we have 
been cast; whither we hasten; whence we are re- 
deemed; what birth is; and what rebirth.” 

Church leaders were disturbed by the rapid growth 
and widespread popularity of Gnosticism, and early 
Church Fathers were quick to pen treatises attacking 
the Gnostics as heretics. Gnostics denied the potential 
goodness of humanity, since it sprang from the mate- 
rial realm. Because they believed that their actions in 
life bore no connection to their spiritual destiny, a few 
felt free to live immoral lives. Most Gnostics, for the 
same reason, however, practiced asceticism. They 
also denied the reality of the Incarnation and the 
promise of the Resurrection, as both entailed min- 
gling the spiritual with the despised material world. 

Despite Christian opposition, this unusual religion 
was to have a lasting impact on Christianity. Appar- 
ently, some early Christian hymns were deeply influ- 
enced by Gnosticism. There are even a few traces of 
Gnostic terminology in the New Testament. Timo- 
thy, for example, was instructed to “avoid the godless 
chatter and contradictions of what is falsely called 
knowledge [gnosis], for by professing it some have 
missed the mark as regards the faith.” 

The Gnostics may also have affected the church’s 
attitude toward women. Because women played such 
a prominent role in Gnostic sects, the second-century 
church may have begun to exclude women from per- 
forming in church services, in an effort to distance 
itself from this dissenting movement. 


Marcion : 

Another faction proved to be even more challenging 
to the early church than the Gnostics. These were the 
Marcionites, a radical group named after their 
founder, Marcion. Born around 85 in Sinope, in Asia 
Minor, Marcion moved to Rome sometime in his fif- 
ties. There he taught and encountered the Syrian 
Gnostic teacher Cerdo. Marcion had already begun to 


Only one Gnostic group, the Mandeans, 
have survived to the present day. Living 
in southern Iraq, the Mandeans, whose 
name means “the knowing ones,” 
are only 15,000 in number, They believe 
in a unique cosmology. Before a soul 
can ascend to heaven, it must pass through 
various planetary levels, which are 
guarded by demons, such as the ones 
pictured to the left. Below is a Gnostic 

> amulet thought to have 
magical powers. 


develop his own theology, which proved to be so 
threatening to traditional Christian views that he was 
excommunicated by the church in 144. 

Like Valentinus, Marcion constructed his own ver- 
sion of creation. He believed that there were two 
gods—the God of the Old Testament and the God of 
Jesus. The first one is a Creator-God, whose nature is 
a mixture of righteous justice and harsh vindictive- 
ness. The second one, the God of Jesus, is pure grace, 
love, and goodness. According to Marcion, these 
vastly different deities personify the contrast between 
the law and grace found in Paul’s letters. Marcion as- 
serted that while the Creator-God was often depicted 
in the Old Testament as petty and wrathful, Jesus had 
revealed a God who was previously unknown and 
who would graciously free humanity from the stern 
demands of the Creator-God’s laws. 
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Once a part of several 
competing streams in Christian 
literature, many Gnostic 
writings were either lost or 
destroyed. Then in 1945 a huge 
cache, in the form of leather- 
bound documents, was 
rediscovered at the foot of some 
cliffs near Nag Hammadi, 
Egypt. They had been sealed in 
a jar since the fourth century. 
Coptic translations of earlier 
works written in Greek, these 
books are the most important 
single source of Gnostic 
scripture available today. 


According to Marcion, because Christ came from 
the spiritual God, he could not really have been of the 
flesh. Otherwise he would have been part of the old 
God’s creation. Neither was he the fulfillment of the 
Old Testament’s messianic promises. 

Marcion was deeply influenced by the writings of 
the Apostle Paul, who, in his letters, contrasted the 
gospel of grace in Christ with the laws of Moses. But 
where Paul saw Christ as the fulfillment of promises 
given to Abraham and to Israel, Marcion saw an abso- 
lute contradiction between the gospel of Christ and 
the Old Testament. Thus, the Old Testament could 
never be Christian Scripture for Marcion, and even 
many Christian writings, such as certain Gospels, he 
felt were contaminated with falsehoods when they de- 
clared that events in the life of Jesus fulfilled certain 
Old Testament prophecies. In fact, Marcion rejected 
all of the Gospels except for Luke’s, which he at- 
tempted to purify of Old Testament connections. 
Marcion was also suspicious of many letters that were 
supposedly written by the Apostles. His canon con- 
tained only 10 letters of Paul and Luke’s Gospel and 
nothing at all from the Old Testament. 

In his own way then, Marcion made the first at- 
tempt to compile a Christian canon, for at that time, 
the church had no formal list of accepted New Testa- 
ment Scriptures. All of the early churches simply 
made use of whatever Christian writings they found 
appropriate. (During this period a standard canon was 


beginning to develop, however, and most scholars 
agree today that it was Marcion who provided some 
of the impetus for it.) 

After the church expelled Marcion, he created an 
ecclesiastical structure for his own sect, complete with 
bishops, presbyters, deacons, and deaconesses. More- 
over, he commanded that his followers adhere to a 
strict code of discipline. Where Paul had merely rec- 
ommended sexual abstinence, Marcion demanded it. 
He forbade marriage and allowed married persons to 
be baptized only if they agreed to abstain forever from 
sexual relations. He also forbade the consumption of 
meat and wine, using water instead of wine in his ver- 
sion of the Eucharist. 

Following Paul’s example of traveling widely to 
gain converts, Marcion established churches in Italy, 
North Africa, Egypt, Syria, and Cyprus. Around 154 
Justin noted that Marcion had attracted followers 
from every race, and Tertullian later wrote that he had 
established churches “as wasps make nests.” The seri- 
ousness of his threat to the church was expressed by 
Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna. When Marcion met 
him he asked, “Do you know me?” Replied Polycarp, 
“I know the first-bom of Satan.” 

The widespread popularity of Marcionism was evi- 
dent by the number—and ferocity—of its opponents. 
After Marcion wrote The Antitheses, listing what he 
saw as contradictions between the Old Testament and 
the Gospels, he was vehemently attacked. Irenaeus, 
Justin Martyr, Origen, Eusebius, and Hippolytus all 
wrote diatribes against him. 

Marcion died about 160, but his sect continued to 
flourish for more than 200 years. The longevity of the 
community was a remarkable accomplishment con- 
sidering that it did not permit marriage and had to 
replenish itself by attracting new converts. In the 
fourth century, the emperor Constantine outlawed 
Marcionism along with other heretical groups and or- 
dered that all Marcionite meeting houses should be 
handed over to the orthodox church. 


The church’s response 

In the second century, church leaders realized the dan- 
gers posed by groups with divergent theology, all 
claiming to be true Christianity. In debate with these 
challengers, church leaders were forced to define their 
doctrines and firmly establish an ecclesiastical organi- 
zation. The development of the Apostles’ Creed is an 
example of the church’s response to these threats. 
Though one tradition holds that the Apostles them- 
selves composed this profession of faith, with each 
one contributing a clause, the creed probably grew 
out of a series of baptismal questions, which were 


There is a legend that Jesus sent 
a holy man to heal the dying 
king of Edessa, in Syria. When 
the king recovered, the whole 
city converted to Christianity 
and became the first to adopt it 
as an official state religion. 
Historians believe that it was 
actually the heretic Marcion 
who brought Christianity to 
Edessa sometime in 150. 

This third-century mosaic depicts 
an Edessean funerary couch. 


developed to affirm traditional beliefs. Formulated 
sometime around 150, these questions also weeded 
out those who were loyal to Gnosticism and Marcion- 
ism. For example, the one being baptized avowed that 
Christ was born of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin 
Mary, thus affirming that Jesus was born on earth and 
did not, as the Marcionites believed, simply appear. 
Moreover, the baptismal candidate had to state that he 
or she believed in “the holy church.” 

As the heresies of the second century probably 
spurred the development of a Christian creed and a 
canon, the very organization—and authority—of the 
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The Protevangelium of James, 
a popular early Christian story, 
told how the Virgin Mary 

came to be the mother of Jesus. 
In this medieval tapestry, 
Mary’s own birth is depicted. 
Because Mary was God’s 
chosen one, she was conceived 
free from original sin, hence the 
term “immaculate conception.” 
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church also gained strength from its contest with con- 
troversy. In order to support the church’s claim that it 
and not Marcion or the Gnostics represented the un- 
broken line of Jesus’ authority, leaders of the church 
attempted to demonstrate that its own bishops were 
successors of Christ’s Apostles. The churches in 
Rome, Ephesus, and Antioch, for example, produced 
records that confirmed they were founded by Apos- 
tles. In contrast, the Gnostic churches claimed to have 
possession of secret writings from the Apostles, 
which supported their teachings. 


Popular Christian writings 

Like a raw recruit after his first battle, the church 
emerged from the second-century disputes a stronger 
and more disciplined organization. It began to depend 
less on oral tradition and more on an increasing num- 
ber of written works. Christians in this period were 
familiar with nearly all of the 27 books that make up 
today’s New Testament, but historical records show 
they also read other works for both instruction and 
inspiration. Quite a few of these books were deemed 
authoritative because they were supposedly written 
by Apostles, and many were very popular. 

The Protevangelium of James (also known as The 
Protogospel of James) was especially favored because it 
contained events that presumably occurred before 
those related in other gospels (protos is Greek for “first” 
or “before”). This intriguing account focuses on the 
Virgin Mary, beginning with the story of her parents, 
Joachim and Anna, and their anguish over being child- 
less. According to the protogospel, when Joachim was 
told that it was not fitting for him to offer gifts at the 
Temple because of his childlessness, he fled to the wil- 
derness, where he fasted for 40 days. 

During her husband’s absence, Anna was visited by 
an angel, who told her, “Anna, the Lord has heard 
your prayer. You shall conceive and bear, and your 
offspring shall be spoken of in the whole world.” 
Anna replied, “If I bear a child, whether male or fe- 
male, I will bring it as a gift to the Lord my God, and 
it shall serve Him all the days of its life.” 

Joachim and Anna were overjoyed at the birth of 
their child, Mary. As promised, they gave Mary to 
the Temple when she was 3, and she lived there until 
she was 12 years old, when the priests decided that it 
was time for her to be married. Joseph, an elderly 
widower, was chosen by God to become Mary’s hus- 
band. He protested to the priests that he was old and 
already had sons of his own. “She is a girl, I fear lest 
I should become a laughing stock to the children of 
Israel.” In trepidation of the Lord’s wrath, however, 


Joseph did agree to marry the child of the Temple and 
act as her guardian and preserve her virginity. 

When Mary was 16, an angel appeared to her. Here 
the protogospel borrows from the Gospel of Luke as 
it relates the angel’s message: “A power of the Lord 
shall overshadow you; wherefore also that holy thing 
which is born of you shall be called the Son of the 
Highest . . . you shall call his name Jesus.” As her 
guardian, Joseph was angered that someone had taken 
advantage of Mary and believed that the priests would 
fault him for not providing better protection. Indeed, 
the priests did order Joseph and Mary to undergo the 
ordeal of bitter water, which, according to Jewish tra- 
dition, would reveal sins in the guilty. They drank the 
water and were proven innocent. 

To comply with the Roman census, Joseph and 
Mary traveled to Bethlehem, where they sought shel- 
ter in a cave and she gave birth to the infant Jesus. The 
protogospel relates that at the moment of Christ's 
birth the entire world momentarily stopped. Joseph, 
who was out looking for a midwife, “looked up at the 
vault of heaven, and saw it standing still and the birds 
of the heaven motionless . . . sheep were being driven 
and [yet] they did not come forward; . . . and the 
shepherd raised his hand to strike them with his staff, 
but his hand remained up. . . . And then all at once 
everything went on its course [again].” 

The protogospel draws from both oral and written 
traditions. Details about Mary’s parents and her child- 
hood, for example, were based on oral legends, while 
the story of Christ’s infancy was borrowed largely 
from the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. Most likely 
The Protevangelium of James was written in the middle 
of the second century. Apparently at that time it was 
used widely in Christian liturgies. The numerous 
Greek editions and ancient translations indicate that it 
was something of a best-seller in its day. 

Another lost work, possibly from this period, is a 
collection of hymns called The Odes of Solomon. They 
were mentioned in several fourth-century works, but 


until the 20th century the hymns themselves had not 
been found. In 1909, thanks to some dogged scholarly 
detective work, 40 of the hymns from The Odes of 
Solomon were discovered in a Syriac manuscript. 

Although their authorship is unknown, it is clear 
that many were modeled on Old Testament psalms. 
The image-rich songs give thanks for protection from 
persecutors, honor God for conquering death and 
hell, and praise Christ for offering his Word. Others 
celebrate Christ’s Passion and Crucifixion. One hymn 
reflects a passage from Matthew’s Gospel (16:18): 
“And the foundation of everything is thy rock./ And 
upon it thou has built thy kingdom,/ And it became 
the dwelling-place of the holy ones.” 

Scholars have noted elements of Gnosticism in 
many of the hymns and believe that their presence re- 
flects the influence of the Gnostics at the time these 


The Bible tells us little about Jesus’ childhood. 
In the second century, legends were written 
describing Jesus’ years with Joseph the carpenter. that Jesus performed as a young boy. 


The Infancy Gospel of Thomas describes 
miracles, such as bringing clay sparrows to life, 


135 


the foun-tains up of__— roar-ing riv-ers, 


2 eee 7 ee“ ee se ee be “cae 6 el oe 
SE SS See See ee "| a 


And all pow - ers pro-claim In a heav - en-ly host: 


222 


A - men, He is king of kings’ in 


rm 


hymns were composed. One notes, “It is enough to 
have gnosis and to find rest.” Whatever their origin, 
the hymns provide a rare insight into early Christian 
worship. In the words of J. Rendel Harris, the scholar 
who discovered them, they are “redolent of antiquity 
and radiant with spiritual light.” 


An early Christian novel 
The Shepherd of Hermas was extremely popular during 
the early centuries of the church. Unlike other Chris- 
tian works, it reads more like a novel than a gospel or 
an epistle. Many modern scholars liken it to John 
Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, the popular 17th-century 
story of the spiritual trials of a devout Christian. 
Most likely written in the first half of the second 
century, the Shepherd was considered a primer in 
Christian ethics. From historical evidence, scholars 
have concluded that it was read aloud at church ser- 
vices. The story describes the mysterious visions of 
Hermas, a Christian man with a wife and family. It 
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begins with Hermas accidentally seeing a beautiful 
woman bathing. Because he does not act on his lust, 
he believes he is free from sin. But then he begins to 
have a series of visions. In one, the woman he saw 
bathing appears and cautions him that until he cleans- 
es himself of inner sin and seeks righteousness, he will 
not be able to sit with those who have pleased God, 
namely the martyrs. Hermas realizes that in this reve- 
lation the woman symbolizes the church. 
Subsequent visions reveal that Hermas also must 
correct the ways of his sons, who have denied the 
faith, possibly during a period of persecution. More- 
over, in his visions, Hermas learns that while God 
forgives all sins that occurred before baptism, there is 
no forgiveness for those committed afterwards. In his 
last vision, Hermas sees “the shepherd” for whom the 
This is a fragment of the oldest extant Christian hymn with musical notes. The work is named. This shepherd instructs Hermas in 
hymn was jotted down in Greek on the back of an Egyptian bill of sale sometime in Christian morals and ethics and gives him special 
the late third century. Because there are holes in the papyrus, the modern translation © commandments as well as parables, which portray 
given above is only an approximation. The melody was written for tenor voices. human life as a journey through an alien world. 
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An oral history of the Lord 

During the reign of Hadrian, a work called Expositions 
of the Oracles of the Lord in five books was written. The 
author of this work was Papias, the bishop of Hierap- 
olis in Asia Minor—not far from Smyrna—where his 
friend and colleague, Polycarp, was bishop. Sadly, 
this potentially fascinating work has never been 
found. Bishop Ireneaus and the church historian Euse- 
bius preserved the only fragments of the Oracles that 
are known to scholars today. 

Papias was born about A.D. 70 and is said to have 
been “a hearer of John,” though the John in question 
was probably not the Apostle. Living in the last days 
of the apostolic age, Papias was deeply impressed 
with the oral tradition concerning Jesus’ life. As he 
wrote in the preface to his lost work: “I will not hesi- 
tate also to set down for your benefit, along with my 
‘Expositions,’ everything that I carefully remembered 
from the elders, guaranteeing its truth.” 

Papias was the source for several, mostly faulty, 
traditions concerning the authorship of the Gospels. 
For instance, he recorded that Mark, the secretary of 
the Apostle Peter, wrote down accurately all that Pe- 
ter had to say about the sayings and doings of Jesus 
but not necessarily in their proper order. He also 
wrote that Matthew “composed his history in the 
Hebrew dialect, and everyone translated it as he was 
able.” Most biblical scholars concur, however, that 
the Gospel of Matthew, to which Papias apparently 
referred, was written originally in Greek. 

The writings of the second century reveal the tre- 
mendous amount of change and experimentation that 
was taking place during this period. Debate and con- 
flict seemed the norm. It would be decades before a 
solid body of sacred literature was judged authorita- 
tive. Until then, Christian writings remained a mixed 
bag of doctrine, theory, and inaccuracies. Through- 
out the second century the church faced the almost 
daily task of making up its collective mind about 
which writings best expressed Christ’s message. 


Attack and defense 
Rumors that Christians were involved in outrageous 
activities, such as cannibalism, debauchery, and in- 
cest, were not uncommon in Rome. Marcus Aurelius’ 
beloved tutor, M. Cornelius Fronto, reported some- 
time in the 150’s that Christians gathered at lavish 
banquets and after feasting, “the light is upset and ex- 
tinguished, and in the shameless dark lustful embraces 
are indiscriminately exchanged; and all alike, if not in 
act, yet by complicity, are involved in incest.” 
Most well-educated Romans tried to dismiss Chris- 
tians as ignorant riff-raff because so many converts 
were poor, female, and uneducated. (Usually, only 
men from rich families received a good education.) 
Perhaps some Romans mistook this religious sect for 
one of the popular burial societies of the era, whose 
members met at dinners where they listened to 
speeches by their colleagues. Burials were expensive 
in Rome; these societies collected money to furnish 
decent ones for their members. To outsiders, the 
Christian practices of sharing the Lord’s Supper and 
listening to the gospel might have resembled activities 
of a burial club. Since Christians felt that to deprive a 
person of an honorable burial was an affront to God, 
they too provided burials for poorer brethren. 
Some scholars estimate that the number of Chris- 
tians in most cities in the second century was small 
compared with the overall population. But in Rome, 
the number was growing, causing concern among 
Rome’s pagan intellectuals. One possible reason for 
alarm was that many Romans perceived Christianity 
to be a Jewish splinter group. Memories of bloody 
Jewish rebellions in 115 and 132 were, no doubt, still 
fresh in people’s minds (see box, page 128). Both re- 
bellions were crushed without mercy, but Christians 
may have incurred a taint of guilt by association, even 
though they did not participate in either revolt. 
What truly set Christians apart from other groups, 
however, was their zeal to imitate Christ even to the 
point of martyrdom. They were willing to die rather 
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than deny their faith. Many educated Romans, in- 
cluding the emperor Marcus Aurelius, believed that 
one should despise the vanity of the world and not 
fear death. But the eagerness of Christians to die for 
their faith appeared vulgar and theatrical. 

Christianity was a radical belief to many people. 
Aside from their willing acceptance of martyrdom, a 
number of Christians took the unsettling attitude that 
natural disasters, such as earthquakes and floods, were 
welcome as signs that Judgment Day was at hand. 
They considered famine an omen that the rulers of 
secular society were about to be overthrown. These 
interpretations were very specious to the pagans, 
many of whom thought that such misfortunes were 
an indication that their own gods were offended by 
the atheism of the Christians. 


Pagan critics 
By the 160’s the opposition to Christianity had be- 
come more articulate. Lucian of Samosata was one 
outspoken critic. He dismissed Christians as gullible 
fanatics of a mystery sect, claiming that “they have 
transgressed . . . by denying the Greek gods, wor- 
shipping the crucified sophist.” Lucian wrote about 
the Christians in his satirical portrayal of a confidence 
man named Peregrinus Proteus, a sometime Chris- 
tian, who lived in the first half of the second century. 
The story goes that Peregrinus, a wealthy young 
man from Asia Minor, fled to Palestine, possibly after 
murdering his father. There he converted to Chris- 
tianity and became a revered teacher and author of re- 
ligious texts. When Peregrinus was arrested for his 
faith, widows and children waited outside his prison 
cell to help him. Lucian reports that after bribing the 
guards, Christian officials brought Peregrinus meals 
and read the Scriptures to him. Meanwhile, Pere- 
grinus amassed a small fortune from his supporters. 
Lucian sarcastically comments, “[Christians] despise 
all things indiscriminately and consider them com- 
mon property. ...So if any charlatan ... comes 


among them, he quickly acquires sudden wealth by 
imposing upon simple folk.” After his release from 
prison, Peregrinus fell out of favor with his fellow 
Christians, possibly for eating meat that had been of- 
fered to the idols. He then tried asceticism in Egypt 
before taking up the philosophy of Cynicism. 

The Cynics mocked all societal conventions and 
political authority. They strove to live a natural, self- 
sufficient life, believing it was far more virtuous. 
Some Cynics took the teaching of Diogenes, the most 
famous Cynic of all, to an extreme and renounced all 
worldly goods. Several critics at the time noted that 
there was little difference between Christians and 
Cynics. Indeed, both groups eschewed worldly 
goods. A thin, humble old man, leaning on a stick 
and trudging from town to town to preach, might as 
likely be taken for a Cynic as a follower of Jesus. 

Peregrinus next appeared in Athens to preach the 
virtues of Cynicism. In an effort to demonstrate inner 
strength in the face of death, he announced at the 
Olympic Games of 161 that he would burn himself to 
death at the next games. Four years later as crowds 
gathered round a huge pit, some jeering and others 
begging him to change his mind, this strange charac- 
ter, now 65 years old, flung off his meager garb and 
leapt into a sea of flames. 

Another critic, named Celsus, attacked Christians 
with vigor, convinced that this new sect was advocat- 
ing disrespect for the empire and its ancestral gods. In 
his True Doctrine, written around 178, Celsus argued 
that Jews and Christians were wrong in assuming 
there could be such a thing as a “chosen race.” He 
wrote that each race should honor its own god, for all 
divinities were subject to the same God above. All of 
humankind, indeed all of creation, received justice in 
equal measures from divine Providence. “Why, ifGod 
wanted to deliver the human race from evils did He 
send this spirit into one corner?” he asked, referring to 
Jesus. To preserve the laws and piety of Rome, Celsus 
wanted Christians to integrate their beliefs into the 


state’s cooperative polytheism. But Christians still 
remained apart, continuing to support one another 
not only in religious convictions but in social services 
as well. To finance their programs they adopted the 
Jewish practice of tithing, or giving a tenth of their 
income to the community. A few believers even went 
so far as to sell themselves into slavery to raise money 
for the needs of others. 


Christian apologists 

If Christianity was in opposition to the accepted reli- 
gion of the Roman Empire, it was even more radical 
when compared with pagan philosophy. For educated 
Greeks and Romans, philosophy itself was a religion. 


In Roman times, the customs 
governing Christian and pagan 
marriages were quite similar, 
One was the joining of the 
couple’s right hands during the 
ceremony, as depicted on 
the funeral stone, shown here. 
In Christian marriages, 
wedding bands were worn by 
brides in the West and by both 
partners in the East probably 
from imperial times onward. 
They were placed on the middle 
finger, from which a nerve 
was believed to = 
lead directly 
to the heart. 


Students of Plato, Aristotle, Diogenes the Cynic, or 
Epictetus the Stoic were as passionate and adamant 
about their systems of belief as Christians. But by the 
second century, many of Christianity’s strongest sup- 
porters were converted philosophers. 

To defend Christianity, a few Christian philoso- 
phers wrote intellectually sophisticated arguments 
aimed at demonstrating the validity of their beliefs. 
This school of writing, called apologia from the Greek 
verb meaning “to defend,” relied heavily on logic and 
reasoning. Though the apologists were seeking to 
sway the opinion of the best-educated and most pow- 
erful leaders of society, their philosophical arguments 
also served to bolster the Christian community. 
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Philosophy was a crowning achievement of Roman and Greek education. 


Regardless of whether a young man studied Platonism, Cynicism, or Stoicism, 
he was assured a thorough grounding in logic and rhetoric, as well as ethics. 


The most famous of the early apologists was Justin 
Martyr, who taught Christian philosophy in his 
rooms above a bathhouse in Rome. A pagan, born 
about 100 in Flavia Neapolis (in present-day Jordan), 
he was trained in Greek philosophy, especially in the 
teachings of Plato, and converted to Christianity while 
a young man, when its truth was revealed to him in a 
chance discussion with an anonymous old man. 

In an attempt to impress Antoninus Pius with the 
virtues of Christianity, Justin addressed his First Apol- 
ogy to the emperor in 155. It is a somewhat lengthy 


essay defending Christians from charges of atheism. 
Using his philosophical training, Justin lambasted the 
idea of pagan piety and stated that Christians are in- 
deed guilty of atheism—if piety is based only on the 
worship of corrupt pagan gods. 

Justin acclaimed the superiority of a Christian way 
of life, especially when compared with certain im- 
moral practices of magicians and devotees of mystery 
religions. Developing a tactic that he also used in his 
Dialogue with the Jew Trypho (see page 129), Justin 
tried to prove the truth of Christian belief by relating 
how Christ fulfilled the prophecies of the ancient Jew- 
ish prophets. Perhaps to refute incessant rumors that 
Christians were guilty of cannibalism, he explained 
the Eucharist, writing that it consists only of bread 
and of wine mixed with water. Justin also tried to rec- 
oncile Christianity with Greek philosophy by arguing 
that Jesus embodied the philosophical concept of di- 
vine reason referred to as the Logos. Jesus, he said, is 
the incarnation of the Logos in human form. 

Around 161, Justin wrote a second apology, this 
time addressing Marcus Aurelius. In this shorter work 
he decried the persecution of Christians by showing 
the injustice of condemning those whose only crime 
was confessing the truth of their belief. 

Soon after writing his second apology, Justin was 
denounced by a personal enemy, the Cynic philoso- 
pher Crescens. An anti-Christian whom Justin had 
defeated in a debate years before, Crescens had tried 
once already to have Justin arrested but to no avail. In 
165, when Romans were suffering from a plague, 
Crescens accused Justin again. His action cost Justin 
his life. Justin was tried before Q. Junius Rusticus, a 
stern but fair-minded magistrate who had great influ- 
ence with Marcus Aurelius. When threatened with 
scourging, or flogging, Justin responded: “We ask 
nothing better than to suffer for the sake of our Lord 
Jesus Christ and so be saved.” He refused to deny the 
faith he had so brilliantly and ardently defended and 
sO was martyred by beheading. 


Another apologist, Athenagoras, started where Jus- 
tin had left off. Well-schooled in philosophy, he was 
considered the most eloquent of Christian apologists. 
In A Plea for the Christians, he appealed to Marcus 
Aurelius and his son, Commodus, for civil toleration. 
The year was 177. Athenagoras pointed out that since 
many different religious doctrines were tolerated 
within the empire, it was only just that Christianity be 
tolerated too. He then tackled the common accusa- 
tions of atheism, incest, and cannibalism by showing 
that Christian standards of conduct were morally 
high. Using his vast knowledge of Greek philosophy, 
he explained how the Christian belief in the one God 
was similar to the classical concept of the unity of 
God. He was possibly the first to make a philosophical 


defense of the Trinity by attempting to demonstrate 
that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are one Being. 

The aim of the apologists was to demonstrate that 
Christianity embodied the Greek ideals of virtue and 
reason. But a few Christians disagreed. They thought 
that philosophy was far too mired in pagan culture 
and objected to having their new, revealed belief in 
Jesus buttressed by philosophical arguments. 


Trouble on the horizon 

Sometime in the early 170’s, a miracle that was later 
claimed by both pagans and Christians occurred just 
when the emperor Marcus Aurelius was in trouble on 
the northern frontier. His reign had been hampered 
by a number of misfortunes. Prolonged warfare 
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“Having ended the prayers, we salute one 
another with a kiss,” wrote Justin Martyr 
in his defense of Christianity. The kiss, a 
traditional greeting among family mem- 
bers, became a powerful symbol of unity 
and reconciliation when exchanged among 
Christians, It was commonly given before 
the sharing of the Eucharist to celebrate the 
fact that the men and women of the congre- 
gation were brothers and sisters, in spirit, 
through the love of Christ. 

The kiss was a reminder of Jesus’ love 
for his church. In fact, the Greek word used 
in the New Testament for “kiss” is philema, 
derived from the verb phileim, “to love.” 
The Apostle Paul repeatedly instructed the 
faithful to “greet one another with a holy 
kiss.” No doubt, the practice helped fuel 


The Holy Kiss 


rumors of Christian incest. But kissing on 
the mouth posed other, more serious prob- 
lems for early Christian men and women, 
namely, how to keep holy kisses from be- 
coming carnal. The fact that some “broth- 
ers and sisters” liked holy kisses so much 
they came back for more, led the second- 
century apologist Athenagoras to urge that 
a liturgical kiss be “carefully guarded.” He 
warned that a defiled kiss “excludes us 
from eternal life.” 

In time, rules were drawn up that per- 
mitted men to kiss only men, and women 
to kiss only the covered hands of men. Li- 
cinius, co-emperor with Constantine from 
311 to 324, forbade worship by Christians 
in mixed congregations, due to rumors of 
wild kissing and general promiscuity. 


Despite false rumors of licentiousness 
spread by nonbelievers and the physical 
temptations among the faithful, the early 
church firmly upheld the practice. But, 
gradually, the exchange of the mouth-to- 
mouth kiss was modified. 

In the latter part of the Middle Ages, the 
church began to encourage embracing in- 
stead of kissing. Worshipers were instruct- 
ed to place their hands on the shoulders of 
the recipient, who in turn placed his or her 
hands on the elbows of the giver, each one 
bowing the head toward the other. In more 
recent times, churches have urged their 
worshipers, before sharing the Eucharist, 
to celebrate the spirit of Christian unity by 
shaking hands. This gesture is known as 


the “sign of peace.” 


The life of a Roman legionnaire 
was one of training, privilege, 
and discipline. Young recruits 
were subjected to rigorous mock 
battles and had to swear an oath 
of allegiance, which was 


re-sworn every New Year’s Day. 


During the reign of Marcus 
Aurelius, the imperial army was 
called upon to defend the 
northern borders of the Roman 
Empire from fierce Germanic 
tribes. The fighting called for 
arduous hand-to-hand combat, 
as portrayed on this Roman 
sarcophagus. Most likely, the 
soldiers used swords and daggers, 


similar to the ones pictured above. 
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against insurgents in the East and a raging plague had 
depleted the army of both money and men. Worse 
still, several Germanic tribes had banded together to 
invade the provinces south of the Danube. To raise 
money and to set an example of thrift and self-denial, 
the emperor auctioned off treasures of the imperial 
palace, including his wife’s jewelry and silk robes. 
To fight the invaders, Marcus had to patch together 
an army that included slaves and gladiators as well as 
foreign mercenaries. They succeeded in pushing the 
Germanic tribes back across the Danube. Then, fol- 
lowing the classic Roman strategy of dividing the ene- 
mues by penetrating deep into their territories, Marcus 
advanced along the Morava River in northern Moravia 


(part of present-day Czechoslovakia). But one of the 
warring German tribes, known as the Quadi, turned 
and attacked the Roman camp. Soon, the imperial 
troops were trapped by the encircling Quadi, who cut 
off all their sources of water. As the Roman army 
slowly succumbed to thirst and battle weariness, sur- 
render seemed inevitable. 


The Thundering Legion 

As legend has it, a group of Christian soldiers in the 
12th Legion prayed to God for help. The legionnaires 
knelt down together, a sight that surely must have 
mystified the fierce Quadi. Suddenly, the heavens 
burst open and life-giving rain poured down upon the 


parched soldiers. Delirious, the Romans “turned their 
faces upwards and received the water in their mouths, 
then some held out their shields and some their hel- 
mets to catch it,” wrote the Roman historian Dio 
Cassius. Lightning and hail stormed down on the 
Quadi, who surrendered on the spot. The prayers of 
the so-called Thundering Legion had been answered. 

The incident was carved in relief on the column 
erected before the Roman Pantheon to celebrate the 
emperor’s military successes. Though Dio Cassius 
credited the miraculous rain storm to the powers of an 
Egyptian magician in Marcus’ entourage who was 
present at the event, Christians everywhere who 
heard the story felt the victory was surely theirs. 
Nonetheless, the god who is portrayed showering 
water upon the thirst-ridden soldiers is Jupiter, the 
chief divinity of the Roman state. 

The story of the Thundering Legion says much in 
regard to how Christians felt about the Roman Army. 
For the first time known to us, they were broadcast- 
ing an anecdote that revealed two very important 
facts: Christians were serving in the armed forces, and 
they were doggedly loyal to the emperor. 

Still, many Christians were morally opposed to 
serving in the army. They saw themselves as peace- 
makers, who honored the commandment against kill- 
ing, even in self-defense. But try as they might, 
Christians could not ignore the power of the military. 
In fact, they borrowed heavily from the military ver- 
nacular. Consider these expressions: Militia Christi 
meant “soldiering for Christ,” heretics were rebels, 
those who denied the faith were called deserters, and a 
believer in the old gods was a paganus, or “civilian.” 


Conflicts of conscience 

The life of a Roman soldier had appeal. It offered 
automatic Roman citizenship and retirement after 20 
years with a sizable sum of money and a plot of land. 
But as more and more soldiers within the ranks con- 
verted to Christianity, a few wondered if they should 


resign. The consequence would be dishonorable dis- 
charge with loss of all benefits earned. Of course, a 
common soldier was probably not concerned with the 


intellectual issues that occupied theologians. Perhaps 


many a Christian military man felt he could 
worship Jesus in hope of eternal life, while 
continuing to venerate the old pagan 
gods who had always been in charge 
of assuring victory in the field. 

The theologian Tertullian was the 
first to address the issue of Christians 
and their relationship to the military. In 
211 he wrote, “The oath of allegiance to God 
and that to man are incompatible... . All 
uniforms are prohibited to us, since they are 
the signs of a forbidden calling.” Tertullian 
feared that because military life was rife with 
pagan ritual, a Christian soldier would have 
to participate in two sinful activities: making 
sacrifice to the Roman gods and administering 
torture and capital punishment. Even the 
military oath of allegiance, or sacramentum, 
represented idolatrous power, he felt. Tertullian 
was evidently aware that Christians were serving 
in uniform, and he rebuked soldiers who honored the 
military code by wearing the crown of laurels after a 
victory. This practice was most certainly wrong, he 
argued, because it was too much like idolatry. 

However, not all Christians agreed with Tertullian 
that the teachings of Jesus suggested military service 
was intrinsically sinful. And since the Second Coming 
no longer appeared as imminent as the early disciples 
had believed, it seems likely that Christians had to 
consider participating more fully in the affairs of the 
world. As their numbers grew, it would be less possi- 
ble to abstain completely from involvement in the 
government and the military. New social and political 
challenges in the next century would give birth to 
new interpretations of the Christian view of both 
warfare and service to the state. 


To protect themselves 
from arrows and javelins, 
Roman legionnaires wore 
armored tunics. The 
chest and upper back 
plates were riveted onto 
leather straps, which 

had buckles at their ends 
so a soldier could fasten 
the armor plate onto 

his body for a close fit. 
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Chapter Five 


BEARING 
THE CROSS 


The church grew steadily, becoming a state within 
a state, as more and more pagans entered 
the Christian fold through baptism. 
Meanwhile, the empire developed into a military 
dictatorship and persecutions worsened. 


for example, steadily evolved into a more complex rite than it had been 

in the age of the Apostles. The practice of spontaneous baptisms, such 

as that of the Ethiopian eunuch mentioned in Acts, did not last long. By the 

second century, the church required that converts be instructed in the faith and 

fast for a specific period before being baptized. By the third century, baptismal 

rites were even more elaborate. In 232 the earliest known baptistery was built 

inside a house-church at the doomed Roman outpost of Dura-Europos on the 

Euphrates. Dura fell to a Persian army in 256 or 257; but the Christian house- 
church chanced to be preserved in good condition. 

Baptisms varied from place to place, but in their main elements, rituals in the 
third century probably resembled those described by Tertullian in Carthage or 
Hippolytus in Rome. Prospective converts, or catechumens (the term means 
“persons under instruction”), spent a three-year instruction period known as the 
catechumenate to prepare for initiation into the church. 


A s Christianity advanced, its rituals underwent transformations. Baptism, 


A baptism is in progress at the oldest known Christian church on earth. 
Converted from a house in 232, it stands amid the ruins of Dura-Europos, 
an ancient Roman outpost in the Syrian desert. The church was used 

for only about 24 years before the Persians destroyed the town. 
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Near the house-church at Dura 
was a magnificently decorated 
synagogue. This mural from 
the synagogue illustrates an oral 
tradition that expands on The 
Book of Esther, according to 
which the Jewish hero Mordecai 
was served by his vanquished 
Persian opponent as a menial. 
The image of the conquering 
monarch on horseback comes from 
Persian art. It was eventually 
recast by non-Persian artists to 
represent Old Testament heroes, 
Christian saints, and even 
Byzantine emperors. 


Normally, baptisms were performed on Easter, 
though possibly also at Pentecost. The catechumens 
were instructed to bathe on Thursday; they fasted on 
Friday and Saturday and spent Saturday night in a 
prayer vigil. As the sun rose on Sunday, the baptismal 
waters were blessed; candidates took off their clothes 
and one by one entered the baptistery. (Men and 
women were baptized separately at this time.) 

As a candidate answered each of three questions of 
the confession of faith, the person was immersed— 
or water was poured over his or her head—and then 
he or she was anointed with the oil of thanksgiving. At 
some point in the ceremony, each candidate renounced 
Satan, his servants, and his works and was thereupon 
anointed with more oil. 

Hippolytus recorded a baptismal confession used in 
the Roman church. Although each church had its 
own confession of faith, the Roman version would 


have been fairly typical of baptisms being performed 
elsewhere. These confessions were early prototypes of 
the later Apostles’ Creed. 

“Do you believe in God the Father Almighty?” the 
candidate was asked. 

“T believe.” 

“Do you believe in Jesus Christ the Son of God, 
who was born of the Holy Spirit and Virgin Mary, 
who was crucified under Pontius Pilate and died, and 
rose the third day living from the dead, and ascended 
into heaven, and sat down at the right hand of the Fa- 
ther, and will come to judge the living and the dead?” 

“I believe.” 

“Do you believe in the Holy Spirit, and the holy 
church, and the resurrection of the flesh?” 

“I believe.” 

Finally, after the newly baptized were dressed in 
white garments, symbolizing purity and rebirth, the 


bishop laid his hands on each by way of confirmation, 
and all participated for the first time in the Eucharist. 
At Dura-Europos baptismal candidates had only to 
look at the decoration of the baptistery to be reminded 
of the significance of the sacrament they were receiv- 
ing. The baptismal font there resembled a sarcopha- 
gus, symbolizing the idea that one is “buried with 
Christ” in baptism. Frescoes depicted scenes of Christ 
walking on water and the Samaritan woman at the 
well, water-related reminders of God’s power. A por- 
trayal of the Good Shepherd suggested to candidates 
that their baptism was their entry into the flock of 
Christ. The theme of baptismal resurrection was 
symbolized by a scene of women at Christ’s tomb. 
Not all of those baptized in the early church had 
undergone instruction in the faith. At least in some 
places, infant baptism was begun during the second 
century. Scriptural warrant for it included Jesus’ bless- 
ing of the children in Mark 10:13—16 and an episode 
in Acts wherein an entire household was baptized at 
once. The testimony of three leading third-century 
Christians provides some understanding of how the 
custom developed. Writing in Carthage, Tertullian 
deplored infant baptism as a senseless novelty and rec- 
ommended delaying it until the child was old enough 
to understand and believe. His contemporary, Origen 
of Alexandria, stated that infant baptism went back to 
apostolic times; he nonetheless wondered why babies 
should be baptized, since they were sinless. Half a 
century later, Cyprian of Carthage answered that 
question. Infants must be baptized, he wrote, to 
cleanse them not of their own but of Adam’s sin, “the 
contagion of the ancient death.” He regarded the 
newborn as innately sinful and in the clutches of 
Satan until baptized. The doctrine of original sin had 
not yet been propounded, but this view came close. 
Given the widespread expansion of the church by 
the early third century, with cities as varied as Rome, 
Carthage, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem boast- 
ing flourishing communities of Christians, there was 


a remarkable amount of agreement about ritual. 
Nonetheless, different languages, traditions, and cus- 
toms in far-flung provinces invariably resulted in a 
number of inconsistencies. Firmilian, a third-century 
bishop of Caesarea, noted, “All things are not ob- 
served [at Rome] alike, which are observed in Jerusa- 
lem, just as in very many other provinces also many 
things are varied because of the difference of the places 
and of the names.” Sometimes, as happened with the 
controversy over the celebration of Easter, these dis- 
parities threatened church unity. 


Dispute over Easter 

Known as the Quartodeciman controversy, the dis- 
pute over the celebration of Easter pitted the church in 
Asia Minor against the church in Rome. The Eastern 
church commemorated Easter with a vigil on the 
same night that the Jewish Passover was celebrated, 
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Another of the Dura synagogue 
murals shows the Ark of the 
Covenant being taken away on 
a cattle-drawn cart from the 
land of the Philistines. The lords 
of the Philistines watch, as the 
Ark leaves behind the wreckage 
of the heathen god Dagon’s cult. 
The Jews of Dura doubtless 
felt themselves to be part of a 
beleaguered outpost in a world- 
wide fight against idolatry. 


regardless of what day of the week it happened to fall 
on. The Roman custom, also observed in some parts 
of Asia Minor, held that Easter fell on the Sunday fol- 
lowing Passover. When Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, 
visited Anicetus, Rome’s bishop, around 155, the two 
discussed the conflict but reached no solution. 
Throughout the latter half of the second century, 
the dispute even divided the Roman church. The con- 
troversy was most noticeable every seven years, when 
thanks to East-West calendar differences, the large 
Christian community from Asia would be commem- 
orating the death of Christ, and therefore still fasting, 
while Rome’s other Christians were commemorating 
the Resurrection. Something had to be done. Victor I, 
a native of North Africa and the first Latin-speaking 
bishop of Rome, in 190 called on all churches 
to follow Rome’s lead by observing Eas- 
ter on the Sunday after Passover. He 
called synods, regional councils of 
bishops, in Rome, Palestine, and 


elsewhere to establish the new rule. When congrega- 
tions in Asia Minor refused to follow his edict, he 
excommunicated them. They remained unmoved; 
however, Polycrates, the bishop of Ephesus, wrote to 
Victor, saying, “I am not scared of threats.” 

The dispute simmered off and on until it was finally 
resolved—in favor of Rome—by the Council of Ni- 
caea in 325 (see pages 218-220). Although Victor’s 
edict was widely disregarded in Asia Minor, it is sig- 
nificant because it shows that the church in Rome and 
its bishop were beginning to claim authority in the 
disparate lands of third-century Christianity. 

By 200 the church had been planted throughout 
Egypt, Italy, Asia Minor, and North Africa and was 
growing in both Spain and Gaul. Its members be- 
longed to a vibrant organization that boasted its own 
leaders, properties, and rituals. But as the church 
grew stronger, the empire was beginning to weaken. 


Beginning of “decline and fall’? 
Most historians agree that the close of the second cen- 
tury marks the start of the empire’s decline. Consider 
the reign of Commodus, the dissolute tyrant who in 
180 succeeded his illustrious father, Marcus Aurelius. 
Commodus’ rule was marked by economic decline, 
palace conspiracies, threats from barbarians, and 
widespread executions. With casual disdain, he or- 
dered the murder of senators. To amuse himself, he 
dressed in gladiatorial armor and slew unarmed oppo- 
nents in the Flavian Amphitheater, now known as the 
Colosseum. For a dozen years the empire suffered un- 
der Commodus. Then, on New Year’s Eve 192, his 
wrestling partner was induced to strangle him. 
Paradoxically, though Christians had suffered un- 


Septimius Severus appears as 
emperor, right, and in the imperial 
family portrait, above, along with his 
wife, Julia Domna, and their sons, 
Caracalla and Geta (obliterated face). 
Geta was murdered by Caracalla 
after the death of Septimius. 


der the benevolent rule of Marcus Aurelius, they were 
hardly ever persecuted by his malignant son. Com- 
modus’ chief concubine, Marcia, apparently favored 
Christians and used her influence to protect them. 

__ Near chaos followed the death of Commodus. Per- 
tinax, the prefect of Rome and an experienced army 
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Remains of a gate arch span the Roman road in Dougga, 


Tunisia, not far from where Septimius Severus was born. 
He was the one who had the arch erected in 205. 


commander, was installed as emperor with the help of 
the Praetorian Guard and the concurrence of the Sen- 
ate. But less than three months later he was killed by 
the Guard, presumably because he tried to enforce 
some disciplinary measures. The Praetorians next 
demonstrated their low esteem for the emperorship 
by auctioning it off to the highest bidder. The bidding 
was won by Didius Julianus, who lasted for just 66 
days after purchasing the purple robe. Next, Lucius 
Septimius Severus, an African-born military com- 
mander, was proclaimed emperor by his troops. He 
marched on Rome declaring that he would avenge the 
death of Pertinax and claim imperial power. 
Severus, commander of 12 legions in southeast 
Europe, reached Rome in 193. There his forces over- 
powered the scandal-ridden Praetorian Guard. He 
wasted no time in dismissing the Guard and replacing 


it with men handpicked from his own legions. Seve- 
rus came from a prominent North African family that 
included several senators. He himself had entered the 
Senate in about 173 and had risen quickly through 
government and military ranks, becoming consul in 
190. Although well educated, with a solid grounding 
in Latin and Greek literature, Severus brought to his 
role as emperor a mind-set that had served him well in 
the military. His philosophy of governing was sim- 
ple, expressed in his deathbed advice to his sons. He 
enjoined them to live in peace, enrich the soldiers, and 
despise the rest of the world. 

Early in his reign, Severus set up a military dicta- 
torship and catered to his troops, the real source of his 
power. The soldiers’ pay was raised by almost a third, 
and they were given a number of special privileges. 
Herodian, the historian, commented: “[Severus] was 
the first to increase their grain ration, and [he] per- 
mutted them to wear gold rings and to live with their 
wives . . . all of which used to be considered incom- 
patible with military discipline and with preparedness 
and readiness for war. He was the first to undermine 
their famous vigor . . . teaching them to covet mon- 
ey and turning them aside to luxurious living.” 

To secure the empire’s borders, especially against 
the Parthians in the East, Severus added three legions 
to the army. All of these expenditures depleted the 
treasury. To raise revenues Severus hiked taxes and 
devalued the Roman currency. Nevertheless, the 
economy worsened and inflation soared. Mili- 
tary campaigns continued to drain the treasury. 
Severus, ever the soldier-emperor, led his 
troops against rival claimants to the imperial 
power and restive barbarians. He died in 211 
in Britain, where he had become embroiled 
with an unsuccessful invasion of Scotland 
while endeavoring to quell a native uprising. 

For the next 24 years the Severan dynasty 
presided over a slowly deteriorating empire. 
Caracalla inherited his father’s mantle and took 


Julia Domna’s horoscope 
indicated that she would be 
the wife of a sovereign 
prince. On the strength of 
this prophecy, the widowed 
Septimius Severus married 
her while still aspiring to 
imperial office. Once she 
became empress, Julia 
Domna surrounded herself 
with a circle of savants and 
was called Julia the 
Philosopher. Her efforts to 
reconcile her sons were in 
vain. Stricken with cancer, 
she reportedly starved 
herself to death in 217 after 
her second son, Caracalla, 
was assassinated. 


This third-century tomb relief 
depicts a banker arid two 
laborers. The Roman world 
was in serious economic trouble 
throughout most of the century. 
Imperial currency no longer 
enjoyed public confidence, and 
many people took to paying in 
kind. Some emperors tried to 
ease the plight of the poor, but 
few of their policies succeeded. 
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to heart his advice to “enrich the soldiers.” Army pay 
was increased by an additional 50 percent, and the 
new emperor announced that he looked to the soldiers 
as his power base, not to the aristocracy and the urban 
upper middle class. A saying of his was, “No one but 
myself ought to have money, and that in order to give 
it to the soldiers.” Taxes on the wealthy were again 
raised and the currency devalued. 

In 212 Caracalla granted Roman citizenship to vir- 
tually all free men throughout the empire. According 
to Dio Cassius this measure added large numbers of 
people to the tax rolls, but it did nothing to raise their 
real political or legal position. From a privileged sta- 
tus, Roman citizenship had now become a mere label. 

In spite of a faltering economy, Caracalla decided to 
launch some costly and ostentatious building projects, 
a few of which, notably the famous Baths of Caracalla, 


survive in Rome. He thought of himself as a second 
Alexander the Great. The ailing empire desperately 
needed such a man, but Caracalla could not measure 
up to his dream. He hoped to emulate Alexander by 
uniting Rome with the East and bringing under one 
rule the two great civilized peoples, the Greco-Roman 
and the Parthian. But his dreams came to nought. He 
was finally assassinated at the instigation of one of 
his Praetorian prefects in 217. 


Continuation of the Severan dynasty 

The unfortunate story of the Severan dynasty contin- 
ues with the rise to power of a 14-year-old cousin of 
Caracalla. The child-emperor had been brought up in 
Emesa (modern Homs), an important city in Syria. 
While still a young boy he was installed by his mother 
as the high priest of the Syrian sun god, Elagabal, 
whose principal temple was in Emesa. Assuming his 
deity’s name, the boy became Elagabalus (or Helio- 
gabalus, as he has been popularly named in ancient 
as well as modern times). 

Once he was confirmed as emperor, Elagabalus 
fancied himself the founder of a new world religion 
based on Elagabal, with himself as the god’s represen- 
tative on earth. He built a temple to Elagabal on the 
Palatine Hill and plundered temples of Roman gods 
to embellish it. The black cone that symbolized the 
Syrian god began to appear on his coinage. According 
to some historians, he had a penchant for extrava- 
gances and for dressing in women’s clothes that fur- 
ther scandalized conservative Romans. After three and 
a half years his grandmother and aunt maneuvered his 
younger cousin into position to serve as a replace- 
ment, under the name of Alexander Severus. When 
the 18-year-old Elagabalus resisted the move, he was 
murdered together with his mother, and their bodies 
were thrown into the Tiber River. 

Alexander Severus, who reigned from 222 to 235, 
was the last of the Severan emperors. Although intel- 
ligent and high-minded, Alexander was only 14 when 


he replaced his eccentric cousin, and he remained for 
the rest of his life the pawn of his elders and advisers. 
His adopted name—Alexander—is a clear reflection 
of the old Severan dream to unite the East and the 
West. At the age of 27 he was killed by his own 
troops when he tried to placate barbarians on the Ger- 
man frontier with a settlement of money. 


Christianity attacked by a pagan philosopher 
“Whenever they get hold of children in private and 
some stupid women with them, they let out some as- 
tounding statements as, for example, that they must 
not pay any attention to their fathers and school-teach- 
ers, but must obey [the women]. . . . the more reck- 
less urge the children to rebel.” In this attack against 
Christians, written probably in Alexandria around 
180, the philosopher Celsus echoed a sentiment that 
had been widely held for the past 100 years and was 
gaining more ground during the late second century. 

As the church spread throughout the empire, more 
people began to speak against Christians for refusing 
to serve the state or pay homage to the Roman gods 
and—as Celsus claimed—disrupting the bonds of so- 
ciety. Now, said Celsus, the time had come to eradi- 
cate Christianity in order to save the empire. He was 
writing for an audience already predisposed in his fa- 
vor. Christians had often been blamed for everything 
from famines to fires. Sometimes, especially during 
troubled periods, they were vilely persecuted. While 
persecutions in general were not widespread in the 
early third century, they did occur. 


The Passion of Perpetua 

A famous Christian martyr was Perpetua, a married 
22-year-old Carthagenian woman who was a catechu- 
men when arrested along with four companions in 
202 or 203. Perpetua and her maid, Felicitas, received 
baptism in jail and, together with several companions, 
were put to death in an arena that may be the one still 
standing near present-day Tunis. 


The story of their sufferings, published soon after- 
ward as The Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas, opens 
with Perpetua’s pagan father attempting to persuade 
his determined daughter to renounce Christianity: 
“Lay aside your pride, do not ruin us all, for none of 
us will ever speak freely again if anything happens to 
you.” Although she grieves for her father, Perpetua 
still refuses to change her mind: “It shall happen as 
God shall choose, for assuredly we lie not in our own 
power but in the power of God.” 

Highlighting the Passion are four vivid dreams re- 
corded in prison by Perpetua herself during the last 
days before her martyrdom. These extraordinary 
documents offer us a sharply detailed picture of what 
went on inside an early Christian’s mind in the su- 
preme crisis of her life. In the first dream, Perpetua 
saw a ladder covered with “swords, lances, hooks, 
daggers—so that if anyone went up carelessly, or 
without looking upwards, he was mangled and his 


This crude drawing, left, of a 
man gesturing at a crucified 
figure with a donkey’s head 
and beneath it the words 
“Alexamenos worships God,” 
was discovered when servants’ 
quarters of the ancient imperial 
palace on the Palatine Hill in 
Rome were excavated in 1856. 
It is an anti-Christian, or 
possibly anti-Jewish, cartoon. 
(A tracing of it appears above.) 
Many pagans believed that the 
Jews and Christians worshiped 
a god in the form of a donkey. 
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The Mishnah 


In Roman times the history of the Jews already stretched 
back some 2,000 years. Governing their lives through 
much of this period had been the laws that tradition holds 
were revealed by God to Moses on Mount Sinai. Some of 
these commandments were written in the Torah, or Penta- 
teuch (the first five books of the Old Testament), while 
others were transmitted orally by rabbis, through study 
and repetition. The oral law expanded and interpreted the 
written law and together they formed the Halakah. 

By the end of the second century A.D., the oral tradition 
had become enormously complex and cumbersome. In 
fact, though custom forbade the practice, some rabbis had 
begun to keep notes so they would not forget its intricate 
provisions. With the Temple lying in ruins since the Jeru- 
salem War and the Jews further disorganized after the Bar 
Kokhba revolt, there was a great need at this time to record 
the laws and customs for future generations. 

Finally, learned rabbis organized a massive compilation, 
the Mishnah (from an ancient Hebrew word meaning “to 
repeat,” or “to recite,” and later, “to teach”). This exacting 
task was done under the leadership of the most famous 
Jewish sage of his time, Judah ha~Nasi (about 135-220). 

The Mishnah’s six sections cover the full range of Jewish 
life from proper celebration of religious holidays to correct 
relationships between husband and wife. There are rules 
for agriculture, guidelines for celebrating the Sabbath and 
holy days, instructions on obtaining a divorce, and expla- 
nations of the proper way to draw up contracts. The book 
even includes precise instructions on the treatment of crim- 
inals and appropriate donations to make to the poor. 

Detailed as it was, the Mishnah was just the beginning of 
the codification of oral law. Its precepts stimulated con- 
tinuing debate among Jewish scholars. By the fifth century 
these debates themselves had been collected in the Gemara. 
Together the Mishnah and the Gemara were published in 
learned tomes that comprise the Talmud, a book of law 
and lore still vital to the practice of Judaism today. 
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This illuminated page from a commentary on the Mishnah is 
the opening of a section dealing with problems that may arise when 
a man is bidden to marry his deceased brother’s widow. 


flesh caught on the weapons.” The ladder had a drag- 
on at its foot and led to heaven. Perpetua had no trou- 
ble climbing it to see “‘a large garden, and sitting in 
the midst a tall man with white hair in the dress of a 
shepherd, milking sheep; and round about were many 
thousands clad in white. .. . And he called me and 
gave me some curds of the milk he was milking, and I 
received it in my joined hands and ate; and all that 
were round said, Amen. At the sound of the word I 
awoke, still eating something sweet.” 

Interpreting the dream as a portent of her coming 
martyrdom, Perpetua went on to have a nightmare in 
which she saw, still suffering in the darkness of the 
pagan afterlife, a younger brother who had died of 
cancer as a small boy. In the third dream, Perpetua 
saw the same brother restored to health, drinking 
water from a golden bowl and playing like a normal, 
healthy child. In the fourth and final dream a few 
hours before her death, Perpetua saw herself changed 
into a man, pitted against an ugly Egyptian gladiator 
in the arena. Just before she was to face her enemy, a 
friendly giant appeared, carrying a green bough with 
golden apples, which he promised to give her if she 
was victorious. As the fight progressed, she found 
herself floating in midair striking her foe. Having 
won at last, she obtained the bough and began to walk 
toward the gate of life. Upon awakening, Perpetua 
interpreted the dream to mean that she was not going 
to fight wild beasts but the Devil himself. 

Perpetua entered the arena singing a psalm and 
“abashing with the high spirit in her eyes the gaze of 
all.” A savage cow, unleashed on Perpetua, knocked 
her down. Undaunted, she stood up and bound her 
disheveled hair, “for it was not proper for a martyr to 
loosen her hair, lest she seem to mourn at the moment 
of her glory.” Then she went over to her maid, Felici- 
tas, and the pair stood still. The crowd shouted that 
the women should be spared, then turned ugly and 
called for blood. Perpetua and Felicitas exchanged the 
kiss of peace and then were killed by gladiators. 


The story became a staple of early Christian litera- 
ture. In the fourth century it was read during church 
services in Africa. After 200 years, The Passion of Per- 
petua and Felicitas was still so highly revered there that 
Augustine had to warn worshipers not to accord it the 
same status as the Scriptures. 


Debates on how God the Father relates to the Son 
In addition to pagan attacks on their faith, Christians 
of the early third century faced a crisis of belief within 
their ranks. Debates about the divinity of Christ and 
the question of the Trinity forced the young church to 
attempt to clarify its teaching. Many Christians resist- 
ed the idea of a triune Godhead consisting of the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—to them, that seemed 
too close to the polytheism of their pagan neighbors. 
Some of these people were called Monarchians, be- 
cause they stood for the “monarchy, ” or one origin, 
one rule of the one God. 

Monarchianism consisted of two schools of 
thought. The first was brought to Rome from Asia 
Minor around 190 by a leather worker from Byzanti- 
um named Theodotus. It taught that Christ was a 
mortal until his baptism at about age 30, at which 
time the Holy Spirit made him the Son of God by 
adoption. The words “You are my Son, today I have 
begotten you,” quoted from Psalm 2:7 and spoken by 
the voice heard at the moment of Jesus’ baptism in a 
variant account from Luke 3:22, lend themselves to 
this “adoptionist” theory. Like the Ebionites, who 
also denied the innate divinity of Christ, the Adop- 
tionists were widely condemned by the church. 

The second school of Monarchianism proved more 
popular. It taught that Christ was divine but regarded 
the Trinity as three manifestations of a single divine 
being, rather than as three distinct selves; in other 
words, the Father and Son were seen as distinct modes 
of existence of the one God. This view, known as 
modalistic Monarchianism, was brought to Rome 
from Smyrna about the year 200. Noetus, who had 


153 


While visiting Alexandria 
about 215, Caracalla arranged 
for a massacre to punish the 
inhabitants for laughing at him. 
Here he is seen on his arrival at 
night, visiting the tomb of 
Alexander, where he will leave 
his imperial robe and jewels as 
an offering. Next, having 
assembled the citizenry, he 

will order the attack and 
observe the killing from the 
Temple of Serapis. (Here he 
consecrated the dagger with 
which he had killed his 

brother, Geta, three years 
earlier.) Notwithstanding his 
many crimes, Caracalla was 
deified by a decree of the 
Senate after his assassination 


in 217. 
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been excommunicated for his beliefs, was the bearer. 
Opponents gave this brand of Monarchianism yet 
another name, Patripassianism, which means “suf- 
fering-fatherism.” Probably because it did not deny 
the divinity of Christ, Patripassianism soon gained 
many followers. Meanwhile, Hippolytus in Rome, 
Tertullian in Carthage, and Dionysius in Alexandria 
vigorously attacked it. From these early debates grew 
controversies—and heresies—concerning the Trinity 


and Christ’s nature that dominated Christian theology 
for the next two centuries. Already, as it happened, 
passionate and skilled defenders of the faith were 
springing up eager for the fray. Alexandria and Car- 
thage boasted the ablest of these defenders. 

Founded in 332 B.c. by Alexander the Great, the 
city of Alexandria in Egypt swiftly grew into one of 
the busiest and most important ports of the ancient 
world. Its strategic position, at the mouth of the Nile 


on the Mediterranean, made it a major crossroads and 
transshipment point. From there to the corners of the 
empire went vast cargoes of Egyptian grain, olives, 
grapes, dates, and the like; Chinese and Indian gold, 
gemstones, cotton, spices, and condiments; as well as 
linen, papyrus, and other goods created in the work- 
shops of Alexandria itself. Such enormous quantities 
of Egyptian wheat were shipped from this port, it was 
known as the granary of the empire. 
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At right, a bird’s-eye view of 
Alexandria is combined with a 
map outline of the metropolitan 
region, in an illustration from 

a Latin manuscript. Below, 

a vase dating from the third or 
fourth century features a 
painting of Alexandria’s famous 
lighthouse, the Pharos. 
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But Alexandria was more than a commercial hub. 
It was also a marketplace of the mind, an intellectual 
center that boasted a rich commerce in ideas. Its 
famous library, founded in the third century B.c. by 
Ptolemy I Soter (Alexander’s lieutenant), had attract- 
ed some of the world’s finest minds and had made the 
Mediterranean port a vibrant center of philosophical, 
literary, and scientific activity. 

Although Rome inherited Alexandria’s preemi- 
nence as the literary capital of the Roman world after 
the fall of the Ptolemaic dynasty in 30 B.c., Alexandria 
remained an important intellectual center. In particu- 
lar, philosophical debate flowered there, and from the 


second through the fifth century, neo-Pythagoreans, 
Neoplatonists, Gnostics, and Christians competed for 
the hearts, minds, and souls of Alexandria’s large 
population of spiritual seekers, most of whom were 
Greek-speakers, many of them Jews. 

Christianity’s origins in Alexandria are obscure. 
Tradition holds that the Evangelist Mark made his 
first convert there in A.D. 45. Acts speaks of an Alex- 
andrian Jewish Christian named Apollos, whom Paul 
described as his coworker in Corinth (1 Corinthians 
3:5-6). When Hadrian visited Egypt in 130, he found 
a Christian community of mixed Greek and Jewish 
background. “Those who call themselves bishops of 
Christ are, in fact, devotees of Serapis,” a letter as- 
cribed to Hadrian reads. At exactly the same time, a 
Gnostic Christian philosopher, Basilides, was active 
in Alexandria. His followers claimed that he had re- 
ceived his Christianity from a certain Glaucias, who 
they said had been an interpreter of the Apostle Peter. 

The movement founded by Basilides lasted in 
Egypt until the fourth century. His commentaries on 
Christian Scriptures are among the earliest. To live in 
harmony with the will of God, he taught, was to love 
the whole universe, to desire nothing, and to hate 
nothing. He also believed in reincarnation. Like some 
other Gnostics, he declared that both the Jewish cove- 
nant and the teachings of Jesus were superfluous for 
persons who were “by nature faithful and elect.” 

We are more certain about the latter part of the sec- 
ond century. By that time enough Christians were 
living in Alexandria to justify the existence of a pri- 
vately operated theological academy, the Catechetical 
School, headed by the Christian teacher and mission- 
ary Pantaenus, who is said to have preached the gos- 
pel in India. Classes probably met in a private house, 
perhaps in the teacher’s own dwelling. Students re- 
ceived a firm grounding in the Christian faith through 
the study of Scriptures and philosophy. This modest 
center became noteworthy for the extraordinary 
young Christian intellectuals it attracted. 
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Clement of Alexandria 
The first of these outstanding people was Clement of 
Alexandria. Born around A.p. 150 to pagan parents, 
probably in Athens, Titus Flavius Clemens seems to 
have been driven by a never ending quest for knowl- 
edge. After converting to Christianity and studying 
with a series of six teachers in Greece, southern Italy, 
and Palestine, he arrived in Alexandria around 180, 
where he found what he had Jong been looking for, a 
master teacher. Of Pantaenus, Clement later wrote, 
“The last that I met with was the first in excellence. 
Him I found concealed in Egypt; and, meeting him 
there, I ceased to extend my search beyond him, as 
one who had no superior in abilities.”” Clement 
proved an outstanding student and after 10 years suc- 
ceeded his teacher as head of the Catechetical School. 
For the next 20 years Clement taught, studied, and 
wrote. While in Alexandria, he drew upon his wide 
learning to write an Exhortation to the Greeks, a whole- 
sale attack on popular paganism that at the same time 
acknowledges the divine inspiration of the higher 


Portrayed at left in a Greek 
illuminated manuscript is 
the theologian Clement of 
Alexandria, who wrote 
mainly for intellectuals, 

both pagan and Christian. 
At right is “Agathangelos,” 
the pseudonymous author of 
a Life of Gregory the 
Illuminator, the third-century 
“Apostle of Armenia.” 
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doctrines found in Greek philosophy and poetry. As 
Philo had sought to harmonize pagan philosophy and 
Jewish Scripture, Clement attempted to demonstrate 
the compatibility of both with Christianity. 

Other surviving works by Clement include the 
Educator, a treatise on morals and manners; the Miscel- 
lanies, which further developed his claim that pagan 
philosophy and culture have a legitimate place in 
Christian life; and a sermon addressed to the wealthy 
class of Alexandria, the Rich Man’s Salvation. In this 
last dissertation, he considered a question that must 
have been troubling many members from the well-to- 
do and cultured social strata of the Greco-Roman 
world who were well disposed toward Christianity: 
Could a rich person find a place in the church of Jesus 
Christ? Clement’s answer is emphatically affirmative. 
The possession of wealth and the cultivated way of 
life that should accompany it are no obstacle to salva- 
tion; if a rich man uses his wealth responsibly and not 
frivolously, he is fully entitled to a place among the 
followers of Christ. 
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The famed and controversial 
Origen of Alexandria was said 
by the Church Father Jerome 
to have been the greatest teacher 
since the Apostles. Although 
others labeled Origen a heretic, 
he had a deep influence on 

later Christianity. 
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Clement was a voracious reader. Throughout his 
works he displayed a sweeping mastery of ancient 
writers and peppered his work with quotations from 
them. His Exhortation to the Greeks and Miscellanies 
include hundreds of quotations from pagan authors 
that would not otherwise have survived. 

Just as Alexandria served as a meeting place of 
Western and Eastern thought, Clement’s works pre- 
sented Christianity as a blend of faith and knowledge. 
All stages of learning, said Clement, lead inevitably to 
Christ. “The way of truth is one,” he wrote, “but 
into it, as into a perennial river, streams flow from all 
sides.” The Old Testament and the writings of Greek 
philosophers, especially Plato, he argued, had laid the 
groundwork for Christ’s message. 

Why did Clement stress the intellectual aspects of 
Christianity by invoking Plato in his writings? Clear- 
ly, he was writing in response to critics who claimed 
that the church was founded upon only a rudimentary 
faith. The pagan philosopher Celsus, for example, 
had written that “some Christians do not even want 
to receive a reason for what they believe, and use such 
expressions as “Do not ask questions; just believe’ and 
‘Your faith will save you.’ ” 

If the church appeared simplistic, it would not at- 
tract intellectuals, who might otherwise be drawn to 
other, more philosophical paths, reasoned Clement. 
He left Alexandria in 202 or 203, apparently to escape 
persecutions, but it is not clear where he went. About 
211 he probably carried a letter to the church in 
Antioch. The letter (quoted by the church historian 
Eusebius) describes its bearer as “Clement the blessed 
presbyter, a virtuous and esteemed man . . . who up- 
held and extended the Church of the Lord.” A few 
years later the same writer, in another letter, speaks of 
Clement and Pantaenus as “those blessed men who 
have trodden the road before us.” The likeliest con- 
clusion that can be drawn from this reference is that 
Clement had died sometime between 211 and 215, 
when the second letter was written. 


The influence of Origen 

After Clement's departure from Alexandria, his post 
as head of the Catechetical School was given to a pre- 
cocious 18-year-old Alexandrian named Origen. A 
passionate scholar, a daring philosopher and theolo- 
gian, Origen was destined to be remembered as the 
greatest Christian scholar before Augustine. He was 
the first Christian to analyze the Bible systematically; 
at the same time, he created a spiritual theology that 
has never ceased to enrich the Christian world. 

A gifted child, adored by his parents, Origen was 
16 in 202, when Emperor Septimius Severus decreed a 
persecution. Origen urged his father, Leonidas, to die 
for the faith. The father embraced martyrdom, and 
according to legend the son would have followed suit, 
had his mother not hidden his clothes in order to keep 
him in the house. With Leonidas dead and all of his 
property confiscated, Origen became the head of the 
family, supporting his mother by finding a wealthy 
patroness who included him in her intellectual salon. 
During these same years he attended lectures by the 
Platonist teacher Ammonius Saccas. (Some 25 years 
later Ammonius taught Plotinus, whose Neopla- 
tonism along with Origen’s theology eventually pro- 
vided the foundations on which Christian philosophy 
was later built.) The teenage Origen embraced the 
ascetic way wholeheartedly, eating little, going bare- 
foot, and sleeping on the floor. 

Then came an incident that, if true, shows the ar- 
dent asceticism to which Origen was committed, He 
is said to have castrated himself as an act of obedience 
to Jesus’ saying that “there are eunuchs who have 
made thernselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom 
of heaven” (Matthew 19:12). The church historian 
Eusebius explains that this act was “both to fulfill the 
Savior’s saying, and also that he might prevent all sus- 
picion of shameful slander on the part of unbelievers 
(for, young as he was, he used to discourse on divine 
things with women as well as men).” Eusebius also 
says that Origen’s act was approved by Demetrius, 


High on the best seller list in the Middle 
Ages was a collection of animal fables 
called Physiologus. The tales, derived from 
ancient folklore of Egypt and perhaps other 
countries too, were written by an unknown 
author. Some believe he lived in Alexan- 
dria during the second century A.D., when 
allegorical exegesis of the Scriptures was 
common among scholars there. Working 
with allegories about real animals and 
birds, such mythical creatures as the phoe- 
nix and unicorn, and occasionally plants or 
stones, the author imbued these pagan sto- 
ries with Christian teaching and morals. 
They became popular far and wide. By 
the fifth century, the tales had been translat- 
ed from Greek into Ethiopian, Armenian, 
Syriac, and possibly Latin. They were 
available by the late Middle Ages in virtual- 
ly every European language as well. These 
later versions, known as bestiaries, were al- 
most as widely circulated as the Bible itself. 
The subjects in some fables represent an 
aspect of human nature. For example, in a 
story about the hedgehog, believers are ex- 
horted to stop behaving in the busy manner 
of these animals and pay more attention to 
spiritual matters. In other accounts the 
beasts stand for the Devil or Christ. In each 


“Of the stag,” reads the text in this 
illuminated manuscript, “Physiologus says 
that since he is an enemy of the dragon 

and hunts him down he wants to kill him.” 
The stag symbolizes Christ, and the 


| dragon is the Devil. 
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Pious Animal Stories 


story an animal or other creature is intro- 
duced and its character described. This is 
followed by an allegorical interpretation of 
that character, or behavior, sprinkled with 
quotations from both Old and New Testa- 
ments, and an appropriate conclusion. 

Typical is this tale about the stag. “It is 
said in Psalm 41, ‘As the stag longs for 
flowing streams, so longs my soul for thee, 
O God’ [Ps, 42:1]. The stag is an enemy of 
the dragon . . . the dragon flees from the 
stag into the cracks in the earth, and the 
stag, going and drinking from a stream un- 
til his muzzle is full, then spits out the water 
into the cracks and draws the dragon out 
and stamps on him and kills him. 

“Thus did our Lord kill the huge dragon, 
the devil, with heavenly waters of inde- 
scribable wisdom. The dragon cannot bear 


RS oak RSE 


water, and the devil cannot bear heavenly 
words. If you also have intelligible dragons 
hidden in your heart, call upon Christ in 
the Gospels with prayers and he will kill 
the dragon. .. . You will never find a 
dragon in the house where the stag’s hair 
appears... . Likewise, if the traces of God 
and fear of Christ are found in your heart, 
no impure spirit will enter you.” 

Here, the story continues with an ac- 
count of Jesus casting demons out of a man 
into some swine and sending the herd into 
the sea, where they drowned. It con- 
cludes with: “He calls the apostles and 
prophets mountains, and stags he calls 
the faithful men who attain to knowledge 
of Christ. . . . It is written in the psalm, 
‘TL have lifted my eyes up to the mountains 
whence my help will come’ [Ps. 121:1].” 
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The New Testament grew up 
around the Gospels and Paul's 
letters. By the early third 
century, Christian theologians 
had begun to identify those 
writings deemed authoritative 
and approved for use in worship 
services, but they were still 

in doubt as to which were 
canonical and which were not. 
This chart presents a simplified 
overview of the complex process 
of evolution that led to the New 
Testament text as we know it. 
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bishop of Alexandria. Some historians have rejected 
the story as an invention of later anti-Origen polemi- 
cists. It was believable perhaps because of Origen’s 
highly ascetic life. Even his defenders, such as Eusebi- 
us, could accept it by attributing the act to youthful 
rashness. Origen himself, however, when he wrote 
his commentary on Matthew 19:12, forcefully repu- 
diated any literal application of the text. 

Several years after his appointment as head of the 
Catechetical School, Origen turned the job of routine 
instruction over to a fellow teacher and devoted him- 
self to scholarship. He began work on the Hexapla, 
the vast edition of the Old Testament with various 
versions arranged in six parallel columns; it occupied 
much of his energies over the next 40 years. In addi- 


tion to his work on the Old Testament, Origen also 
developed a New Testament canon; indeed, he was 
perhaps one of the first to use the term canon (literal 
meaning, “measuring stick”). In these labors he was 
subsidized not by a church organization but by the 
private patronage of a wealthy couple. 

Origen began to travel as a lecturer and spokesman 
for Christianity. In these roles he sojourned about 230 
with the powerful and influential Julia Mamacea, 
mother of the reigning Alexander Severus, and ex- 
pounded the faith to her. Eventually Origen settled in 
Caesarea, where he spent the remaining 20 years of 
his life writing, lecturing, restudying the pagan clas- 
sics he had forsaken in youth, and conversing with a 
stream of visitors. He became one of the most prolific 


authors in history. More than a dozen stenographers 
and copyists spelled one another to keep up with him. 

On First Principles is Origen’s most controversial 
work, a testament to his unique systematic theology 
and the first such work in Christian history. Written 
when Origen was about 40 and at the height of his 
powers, On First Principles addresses such fundamen- 
tal questions as What is God? What is the Holy Spirit? 
Why was the universe created? In the universe as Ori- 
gen saw it, the sun, moon, planets, and stars were all 
God-created beings endowed with free will. 

He wrote that there might come a time when the 
sun would exclaim, “I would desire to be dissolved, 
to return and be with Christ, which is far better.” Be- 
hind this idea was his conviction that the material 
universe was created for the education of all souls on a 
long homeward journey back to God, back to the 
spirit world that was our original dwelling and is our 
final goal. This process, Origen said, involves the 
entire cosmos. Our bodies are merely a temporary 
garment for the souls that have existed since before 
the creation. The heavens and earth meant by the 
opening verse of Genesis, “In the beginning God cre- 
ated the heavens and the earth,” is an immaterial, 
purely spiritual place. There we will regain the para- 
dise we lost when our spirits lost their white-hot focus 
and by a “cooling” process were changed from spirits 
to souls. They fell from the immaterial world into the 
evil, material creation. The process of divine ascent 
will redeem all beings. Even the souls of the damned, 
and the Devil himself, will be saved. 

A tangible, almost sacramental presence of the Son 
as well as the Holy Spirit fills the Scriptures, Origen 
believed. He taught that there are three levels of 
meaning in a biblical text: the literal, the moral, and 
the spiritual. The literal, or outer, meaning is to the 
other two levels what our body is to our soul and 
spirit, an ephemeral envelope. The moral meaning is 
the soul of the text, its teaching for our life in the here 
and now. The spiritual level is the text’s core, trans- 


mitting the divine presence into our lives and putting 
us in conscious contact with that presence. Origen 
foresaw the controversies that his teachings would 
provoke. “I wish to be a man of the Church,” he 
wrote, “not the founder of heresy.” 

Origen was labeled a heretic many times in ensuing 
centuries, even though some of the greatest Church 
Fathers—men such as Jerome, Ambrose of Milan, 
Basil, and Gregory of Nazianzus—acknowledged his 
influence and copied and transmitted his works. Also 
falling under Origen’s spell were many of the desert 
monks, who were free to read his books in Egyptian 
monasteries before the anti~Origenist crackdown that 
began about 400. These ascetics strove to liberate 
themselves from all forms of experience, to achieve 
what Origen called apatheia, or “passionlessness.” 
In this state they hoped to become one with God. 

In the sixth century, the Byzantine emperor 
Justinian anathematized anyone who accepted 
Origen’s doctrines. Justinian’s 10 anathemas 
condemned, among others, the doctrines 
that in some future world Christ will be 
crucified again, this time to save the de- 
mons; that in the general resurrection all 
people’s bodies will rise to judgment in the 
shape of spheres; and that every sinner, with- 
out exception, will eventually be saved. 


When Origen came to Rome inc. 212, 
one of those who heard him preach was 
the theologian Hippolytus, who later 
quarreled with the bishop of Rome and 
was apparently elected as a rival bishop. 
At that time, there were strong personalities 
in prominent positions who often did not 
agree with the mainstream. Origen and 
Hippolytus were such men. Hippolytus 
was later reconciled with the Roman 
church leadership and died a martyr. 
This statue was probably made 

during his lifetime. 
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A great theologian 

As the church was flourishing in Alexandria, it was 
also flowering throughout North Africa. In Carthage, 
which by the third century contended with Alexan- 
dria for “second city” status within the empire, the 
church had gained a faithful following sometime dur- 
ing the second century. By 225 there were some 70 
Christian bishops in the North African provinces of 
Proconsularis and Numidia. 

Like Alexandria, Carthage produced noted defend- 
ers of the faith. One of the earliest and most famous of 
these was Tertullian. Disenchanted with the pagan 
way of life and struck with admiration for the courage 
of the Christians, he embraced Christianity about 195, 
when he was around 30 years old. 

Some 30 works by Tertullian survive. Of varying 
length, they fill several hundred printed pages. In his 
early Apology, written in 197 to protest persecution, 
Tertullian argues that Christians are not bad citizens 
but good and useful ones, and he appeals to the Ro- 
man sense of justice: “If it is certain that we are the 
most guilty of men, why do you treat us differently 
from . . . other criminals? . . . When others are ac- 
cused on the charges which are brought against us 
they employ their own tongues and hired advocacy to 
plead their mnocence. . . . Christians alone are not al- 
lowed to say anything to clear themselves, to defend 
truth. . . . That alone is looked for, which the public 
hate requires—the confession of a name, not the in- 
vestigation of a charge.” 

Little is known of his life except that he came from 
a middle-class pagan background and seems to have 
been trained in the law. A married man, he possibly 
was ordained as a presbyter before he became a follow- 
er of a radical movement called the New Prophecy, or 
Montanism, a decade after his conversion. Eventually, 
he started his own Tertullianist church, which was 
even more rigorously purist than the Montanist 
church. Despite his ardent advocacy of martyrdom, he 
appears to have survived to a ripe old age. 


Tertullian wrote primarily in Latin. He was in fact 
the first Christian writer of importance to write in this 
language and is sometimes spoken of as the father of 
Latin theology. His point of view was down-to-earth 
compared with that of his Alexandrian contemporar- 
ies. He disagreed with their presentation of Christian- 
ity as a new philosophy: “What indeed has Athens to 
do with Jerusalem,” he demanded to know, “what 
the Academy with the Church?” Elsewhere he stated 
that Greek philosophy is the source of all heresy. 

Where the Alexandrians went in for allegorical and 
philosophical interpretations of the Scriptures, Tertul- 
lian insisted on a literal reading of them as history. At 
the same time, he emphasized the primacy of faith 
over reason: “Away with all attempts to produce a 
mottled Christianity of Stoic, Platonic, and dialectic 
compositions! We want no curious disputation after 
possessing Christ Jesus, no inquisition after enjoying 
the gospel! With our faith, we desire no further be- 
lief.” Over the ages Tertullian has been remembered 
for his bold paradoxes of faith: “The Son of God died; 
it is by all means to be believed, because it is absurd. 
And he was buried and rose again; the fact is certain 
because it is impossible.” 

When it came to combating heretics, such as Mar- 
cion or the Gnostic teacher Valentinus, Tertullian was 
at his advocatorial best. He argued that not only were 
heretics wrong but they did not even have the right to 
dispute with the church. He claimed that the church’s 
interpreting of the Scriptures in a consistent manner 
from the time of the Apostles proved its sole owner- 
ship. Further, since heretics have no right to Scrip- 
tures, the church need not argue with them. 

Tertullian also urged that Christians should strive 
to live apart from the rest of the world. He believed 
that the faithful should not serve in the military or 
anywhere within the government, which was pagan. 
Nor should believers attend any sort of public enter- 
tainment, because these events were celebrations in 
honor of the pagan gods. 


Gradually, Tertullian became disenchanted with 
what he perceived as laxity on the part of Christian 
leadership. This defender of the church and scourge of 
heresy became attracted to Montanism and its fiercely 
ascetic ethic. The Montanists claimed that Christians 
had to live a life totally free from sin after baptism; 
there was no such thing as a chance for a “second re- 
pentance.” When a church elder, whom Tertullian 
described as a “bishop of bishops,” declared that the 
church could remit sins such as adultery or apostasy, 
Tertullian broke with the church. 

It is a tribute to Tertullian’s genius that, although he 
died outside the church, he continued to exert an in- 
fluence on later theologians. Cyprian, the bishop of 
Carthage, called him “the master” and read his works 
daily. The argumentations that Tertullian made con- 
cerning the Trinity and the person of Christ have been 
echoed by other leading Christian thinkers down 
through the centuries. 
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fee = oes rae re Ne comme 4 to write in Latin, Tertullian, 
me above, was born a pagan 
in Carthage, where he spent 
most of his life. Well-to-do 
Romans of Tertullian’s period 
adored their villas with 
mosaic depictions of everyday 
life as they knew it. In the top 
scene, three men are enjoying 
a board game. At left, servants 
are bringing drinks to guests. 
Many more of these mosaics 
still exist, and the lifestyle they 
depict is hedonistic but mildly 
so. Tertullian railed against 
worldliness and luxury, 
defending the simple life as 


a better alternative. 
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Wreaths of laurel or gold were 
an omnipresent feature of pagan 
life in the Roman Empire. 
They were placed on statues of 
gods, donned by important 
persons at public ceremonies, 
awarded to victorious athletes 
and soldiers, and worn at 
festive events. Some Christians 
in the Roman Army refused 
the military wreath when it 
was awarded. They were 
applauded by Tertullian, who 
was uncompromising in his 
opposition to military service. 
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The mainstream threatened by the fringe 

“All who destroy the form of the Gospel are vain, 
unlearned and also audacious,” wrote Irenaeus, the 
bishop of Lugdunum (modern Lyons), in his lengthy 
treatise Against Heresies. The barbed phrase “destroy 
the form of the Gospel” refers to the editorial activi- 
ties of various influential contemporaries who were 
taking it upon themselves to expand or abridge the 
then accepted body of inspired writings. According to 
Irenaeus, either way was a path of heresy (from Greek 
hairesis, “choice,” “school of thought,” “sectarian 
opinion”). Those heretics who expand on Scripture, 
Irenaeus said, do so “that they may seem to have dis- 
covered more than is of the truth.” And the ones who 
abridge it do so, he explained, “that they may set the 
dispensations of God aside.” 

Irenaeus’ defense of Christianity was not limited to 
the Gospels; this skilled apologist and innovative 
theologian lent his talents to the resolution of several 
theological issues of the day. He is remembered pri- 
marily for a monumental tour de force in which 
he attacked the Marcionites (those who abridged Scrip- 
ture) and the Gnostics (those who expanded on it). 

Born in Asia Minor around 130, Irenaeus (his name 
means “man of peace”) grew up in Smyrna, where he 
knew Polycarp, who was martyred. Irenaeus once de- 
scribed his childhood: “I remember the events of 
those days more clearly than those which happened 
recently. . . . I can speak even of the place in which 
the blessed Polycarp sat and disputed . . . the dis- 
courses which he made to the people, how he report- 
ed his converse with John and with the others who 
had seen the Lord.” 

Little else is known of Irenaeus’ early life. He 
moved to Gaul and was appointed bishop of Lugdu- 
num to succeed Bishop Pothinus, who had been mar- 
tyred during a persecution in 177. Perhaps Irenaeus’ 
role as head of a martyr church inspired him to launch 
his attack against Christian heretics. In any event, he 
produced Against Heresies from about 180 to 185. This 


work, which Irenaeus originally intended as an attack 
on Gnosticism, grew to include his understanding of 
Christianity. It is one of the earliest works of Chris- 
tian theology, and at the same time it is one of the 
richest extant sources of information on Gnosticism 
and the Gnostic scriptures. 

Irenaeus emphasized that the church is founded on 
tradition, which he termed the “rule of faith.” It had 
spread Christ’s message via the unbroken line of suc- 
cession from Christ to the bishops of all the churches, 
especially that in Rome. (For good measure, Irenaeus 
included a list of Roman bishops from apostolic times 
to his own day.) Heretics had no such authority, ar- 
gued Irenaeus. Nor did they have any place in the 
church, for Christianity was a faith “spoken with one 
voice.” Irenaeus appealed to church unity, basing his 
argument on the rule of faith, the Scriptures, and the 
principle of apostolic succession. 


The “New Prophecy” of Montanus 
Gnosticism (see pages 129-131) and Marcionism (see 
pages 131-132) were not the only movements that 
threatened to split the late-second-century church. 
The New Prophecy—better known as Montanism, 
after its founder, Montanus—sprang up in Phrygia, a 
region of Asia Minor in present-day Turkey that was 
long known for its pagan ecstasy religion centered on 
the Great Mother Cybele. Montanism soon posed a 
challenge to mainstream Christian communities in the 
region. Reportedly an ex-priest of Cybele, Montanus 
was a convert to Christianity who proclaimed he was 
an instrument of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit as 
foretold by John: “When the Spirit of truth comes, he 
will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak 
on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will 
speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to 
come” (John 16:13). 

While the church had no blanket proscription 
against prophets—prophecy had, after all, been a 
long-accepted practice within it—the prophecies of 
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Montanus elicited almost instant condemnation. His 
message was as simple as it was revolutionary: The 
world as we know it would soon come to an end, 
Christ would return, and the heavenly Jerusalem 
would descend to earth at Pepuza in Asia Minor. The 
language of Montanist prophecy was at times electri- 
fying. Montanus and his listeners seem to have be- 
lieved the words were not his but those of the Holy 
Spirit speaking through him. He made such startling 
statements as this: “I am the Lord God Almighty 
dwelling at this moment within a man.” 


bone 


its Ponts 


et Piat. 


The rites for the mother goddess 
Cybele, above, featured 
prophetic utterance and healing. 
Rooted in the same region 

of Asia Minor as Cybele was 
the cult of Dionysus, or 
Bacchus, god of nature and 
wine. The mosaic, left, shows 
Bacchic dancers. Christianity’s 
first great revival movement, 
Montanism, with its ecstasy 
and inspiration in worship, 
also developed in this region. 


There had been growing unease in the church at the 
commonly perceived fading of faith in Christ’s immi- 
nent return and at the increasing worldliness of Chris- 
tians, both the leadership and the rank-and-file. These 
changes combined with a noticeable cooling of the en- 
thusiasm that had in earlier times been felt as a sign of 
the Holy Spirit’s working in their midst. Many readi- 
ly accepted Montanus’ prophecy of a speedy Second 
Coming and abandoned their homes and work to fol- 
low him to the countryside. Montanists lived rigor- 
ously ascetic lives and, in their preparation for the 
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After 30 years of royal favor, Mani died in a Persian prison, put there at the 
instigation of Zoroastrian magi who feared his religion. As was the custom, his 
body was mutilated and exposed. Believers said he ascended to the realm of light. 


coming last days, separated themselves from society. 
They welcomed martyrdom. Montanus encouraged 
them, “Do not desire to die in bed or in abortions or 
in debilitating fevers, but in martyrdom so that he 
who suffered for you may be glorified.” They advo- 
cated celibacy and endured long fasts. Montanus was 
joined by two women, Maximilla and Priscilla, who 
also claimed the gift of prophecy. As a sign of their 
new faith, they left their husbands. 

Montanism spread throughout Asia Minor and into 
Syria. It also reached the West, and in North Africa its 
strict moral code attracted Tertullian. About 207 this 
advocate of orthodoxy became Montanism’s most 
eminent convert. He later founded his own denomi- 
nation of Montanist (strictly speaking, Tertullianist) 
churches, which lasted until late imperial times. 

Tertullian continued to write after his conversion to 
Montanism. From this period comes a detailed and 
sympathetic first-hand account about a charismatic 
church member: “We have among us now a sister 
who has been granted gifts of revelations, which she 
experiences in church during the Sunday services 
through ecstatic visions in the Spirit... . And after 
the people have been dismissed at the end of the ser- 
vice it is her custom to relate to us what she has 
seen. . . . ‘Among other things,’ says she, ‘there was 
shown to me a soul in bodily form, and it appeared 
like a spirit; but it was no mere something, void of 
qualities, but rather a thing which could be grasped, 
soft and translucent and of ethereal color, in form at 
all points human.’ ” 

In Rome there was ambivalence on Montanism. 
Eleutherus, the late-second-century bishop of Rome, 
was at first conciliatory toward the group but later 
condemned it. While Eleuthcrus’ successor, Victor, 
acknowledged Montanus’ prophetic gifts, there is evi- 
dence that he also spoke against Montanism. Theolo- 
gians had a hard time refuting the Montanist message; 
much of their refutation was simply a mudslinging 
campaign, loudly alleging scandalous improprieties 


by the New Prophecy’s leading lights. The prophet- 
ess Priscilla accepted offerings of gold and silver 
and expensive clothes, wrote the Christian polemicist 
Apollonius around 200. Another Montanist, the same 
writer charged, had been haled before a Roman mag- 
istrate for robbery, and after some members of the 
local Christian community had used their influence to 
get the case dismissed, he went about claiming he had 
faced persecution for his belief in Christ. It was fur- 
ther alleged that yet another prominent Montanist 
(possibly Montanus himself) had dyed his hair, worn 
eye makeup and fancy clothes, lent money at interest, 
and frequented gaming tables and dice games. 

It is impossible to determine how many of these 
accusations were based on facts. Belief that the world 
was coming to an end was not in itself heretical, how- 
ever, and the church was reluctant to be seen as a 
“slayer of prophets.” Even the archenemy of heretics 
himself; Irenaeus, did not hesitate to mention that 
many church members also had miraculous powers of 
prophecy, healing, raising the dead, and speaking in 
tongues through the operation of the Holy Spirit. 

Unlike the Marcionites, Montanists did not reject 
the Old Testament. On the contrary, a noted hunter 
of heretics, Epiphanius, acknowledged from a dis- 
tance of some 200 years’ hindsight that they received 
“the whole of the Scriptures.” Also, their strict ascetic 
code was difficult to fault. Nevertheless, the church 
did condemn Montanism. Bishops attempted, unsuc- 
cessfully, to exorcise Priscilla and Maximilla. The lat- 
ter complained, “I am driven away like a wolf from 
the sheep. I am not a wolf; Iam word and spirit and 
power.” She also declared: “After me shall be no 
more prophets, but the end of the world.” 

The church saw in Montanism not only a disrup- 
tive force but a deception of those who followed it. 
“They magnify these females [Priscilla and Maxi- 
milla] above the Apostles and every gift of Grace, so 
that some of them go so far as to say that there is in 
them something more than Christ.” 


It is not clear what became of the 
three—Montanus, Maximilla, 
and Priscilla. Documents that 
have survived from early in the 
third century speak of them as re- 
cently dead. The church historian 
Eusebius, writing more than 100 
years later, reports a tradition that 
Montanus and Maximilla hanged 
themselves “like the traitor Judas.” 

Although the Montanists were 
vilified by the church, and neither 
wars and natural catastrophes nor a 
speedy Second Coming material- 
ized as predicted, Montanism man- 
aged to survive. It lived on, especially 
in the countryside in one form or anoth- 
er, for several hundred years. [t was only in 
the mid-sixth century that the New Prophecy 
was at last forcibly put down. And when that 
happened, according to Procopius, historian of 
Justinian’s reign, the last of the Montanists 
burned themselves alive in their churches to avoid 
capture by their fellow-Christians. 


Mani’s “call in the world” 
About half'a century after the death of Montanus, 
yet another influential religious movement was born. 
It was called Manichaeism after its founder, Mani, 
who was born in 216 in Babylonia. His mother was 
said to be of Parthian royal lineage, and his father was 
a member of the Elkesaites, a Gnostic baptist sect 
within the Jewish-Christian community. 

Mani had a vision at age 12 in which he saw his 
heavenly double, or “twin,” who promised to stay at 
his side as a helper and protector. He later interpreted 
this to have been a vision of the Holy Spirit. Mani 
boasted, “The writings, wisdom, apocalypses, para- 
bles, and psalms of all previous religions, gathered 
from all parts, have come together in my religion, in 


This Manichaean book 
illustration shows the “elect,” 
or “perfect,” copying sacred 
writings—the only form 

of work that they were allowed. 
They were famous for the 
excellent quality of their 
writing materials. 
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This mosaic from Roman 
North Africa shows Dionysus 
as aman with luxuriant 

beard and hair. Pagans of later 
antiquity tended more and 
more to the worship of gods 
whose presence could be felt in 
all parts of life. Dionysus’ 
influence extended not only to 
wine but to religious fervor, 
prophecy, and the care of souls 
in this world and the next. 
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the wisdom that I have revealed.” Mani went on to 
proclaim himself the last and greatest of the prophets 
from a line that included Zoroaster, the Buddha, and 
Jesus. In a hymn, Mani proclaimed: 


I was born in the land of Babylon 

and I am set up at the gate of truth. 

I am a singer, a hearer, 

who has come from the land of Babylon. 
I have come from the land of Babylon 
to send forth a call in the world. 


Mani’s teaching was a rigorously dualistic form of 
Gnosticism; his primary thesis was that the present 
world order results from a conflict between the prin- 
ciples of light and darkness. In the past, Mani taught, 
the worlds of light and darkness were completely sep- 
arate. Then darkness captured part of the light world, 
and the resulting mixture of light and darkness led to 
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the creation of the world as we know it, including all 
living things and such inanimate substances as metals. 
All contain properties of light. The goal of Mani’s 
teaching was to distill light from darkness, good from 
evil, so that the mixed universe could split into its 
original parts, which would then go their separate 
ways. Man’s key role in Mani’s vision is summed up 
by the historian Kurt Rudolph: “The universe and 
earth and man are subject to a process which has as its 
goal the liberation by God of God, and in which man 
is a decisive means to that end.” 

Believers were divided into two main classes, those 
who renounced the world entirely, the “elect,” and a 
less strict class, the “hearers.” The elect owned noth- 
ing, rejected marriage, and did not work but were 
supported by the “hearers.” They ate only light-con- 
taining food (it was a vegetarian diet; melons and 
radishes were believed to contain more light than 
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Vj The triumphal progress of 
Dionysus from Greece to 
India and back again was a 
favorite theme in pagan 
art and literature of late 
Roman times, It served as 
an allegory of the spread 
of a new religion from one 
end of the known world 
to the other. Christianity 
itself was spreading in this 
fashion, as were offshoots, 
such as Montanism and 
Manichaeism. Some 
Christian teachers tried to 
portray their own religion 
as a sober equivalent of 
the Dionysian mysteries, 
in which they could 
spiritually dance with 
angels around the true God. 


most foods) and drank no wine. The rank-and-file 
membership were free to marry, work, and enjoy 
some luxuries, but they too were bound by a moral 
code that enjoined monogamy and the renunciation of 
fornication, lying, hypocrisy, idolatry, and magic. 

Thanks to the appeal of Mani’s message—it ex- 
plained the existence of evil and offered a program 
of salvation through knowledge—and his genius at 
organization, Manichaeism prospered. Missionaries 
traveled throughout the known world spreading the 
word. A hierarchical church was organized, with dea- 
cons, priests, bishops, and even apostles. The move- 
ment spread through Asia Minor eastward through 
the Persian Empire and on as far as India and China, 
and westward all the way around the Mediterranean 
as far as Spain. Persecution of Manichaeans began in 
Persia in Mani’s lifetime; he himself died after having 
been thrown in jail on the orders of a new king. 

Manichaeism essentially disappeared in the West in 
the sixth century, only to resurface during the Middle 
Ages in Asia Minor, the Balkans, southern France, 
and Italy. It survived on the outskirts of China until 
the 14th century. Manichaean scriptures, including 
writings by Mani himself, recovered over the past 100 
years, have not yet been fully edited and published. 
Originally composed in Syriac and Persian, they were 
first published in a new script devised by Mani. The 
titles of Mani’s scriptures include Living Gospel, Book 
of Mysteries, Book of the Giants, Treasure of Life. A curi- 
ous innovation was an illustrated book, Image, setting 
forth Mani’s worldview in pictures. In later ages, the 
calligrapher-prophet came to be known by a nick- 
name: The Painter. 


The continuing pagan revival 

Challenges to the church came not only from within. 
The revival of pagan religions, which had begun in the 
second century, lingered on in the third. Eastern cults 
were emphasized after Septimius Severus (see page 
149) married Julia Domna, the daughter of a Syrian 


hereditary priest-prince. They imported the sun god 
of Syria to Rome. Their son, the emperor Caracalla, 
later erected a temple to Serapis, an Egyptian sun god 
who also encompassed fertility and medicine. 
Septimius Severus was sometimes, but not always, 
sympathetic to Christianity. When he was dangerous- 
ly sick, a Christian slave anointed him with holy oil, 
and he believed that he had benefited from the slave’s 
munistrations. His son Caracalla’s nurse and preceptor 
were both Christians. His great-nephew Alexander 
Severus liked to castigate the venality of the pagan 
priesthood with a verse from the first-century satirist 
Persius: “Tell me, priests, what’s gold doing in a holy 
place?” At the same time, the Severan dynasty also 
intensified public devotion to the sun god and blended 
it with emperor worship. Coins minted during this 
time picture the sun god with the characteristic beard 
of the emperor. Christians remained aloof from this 
revival of paganism. Previously, their refusal to par- 
ticipate in the state religion had simply marked them 
as troublemakers. Their continued refusal would have 
much more serious and far-reaching consequences. 


The worst persecutions to date 

The year is 248 and Rome is aglow with the flickering 
lights of thousands of torches. Crowds pack the Cam- 
pus Martius, a site of holy pageants. The Palatine and 
the Capitoline hills are also teeming with people; they 
are laughing, dancing, and imbibing, as government 
workers distribute free wheat, barley, and beans to 
the revelers. On the riverbank overlooking the Tiber, 
the emperor in his role as pontifex maximus, or high 
priest of the Roman religion, sacrifices lambs and 
goats to the Fates, the goddesses who control human 
destiny. Massive white bulls are paraded along the 
river and sacrificed to Jupiter, the patron god of 
Rome. An immaculate heifer is cleanly killed as an of- 
fering to Juno, sister and wife of Jupiter. Nearby, a 
chorus of boys and girls, chosen from the aristocracy, 
chants ancient hymns to Apollo and Diana. 


man’s forehead identifies him as 
a priest of the sun god from 
Roman Egypt. Sun worship, a 
monotheistic religion which 
originated in Persia, had become 
a chief imperial cult by the 
middle of the third century. It 
was to remain the predominent 
religion of the empire, until 
replaced by Christianity in the 
decades following 312. 
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The eagle symbolized Rome’s 
power and readiness to 

strike her foes. During Rome’s 
1,000th year, legions were 
fighting invaders from the north 
and east. Each legion had 

its sacrosanct eagle standard. 
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The merrymaking, sacrifices, and prayers were all 
part of the celebration of Rome’s 1,000th anniversary. 
Although it had to be delayed for a year because the 
emperor Philip was off in the Danube region leading 
his troops against invading barbarians, it was none- 
theless spirited. The celebration also included a 
renewal of the Secular Games, the Roman centennial 
festival held on and off since republican times to hon- 
or the gods and to mark the end of one century-long 
age, or saeculum, and the beginning of another. 

Not all Romans, however, took part in the festivi- 
ties. Christians avoided the pagan rites and no doubt 
offended many by their refusal to participate. Romans 
typically viewed the Christians as “atheists,” who 
showed disrespect to the gods. A dishonored god was 
a dangerous deity, the pagans believed. Famine, 
plague, and drought were commonly thought to be 
caused by angry gods. A common phrase, “no rain, 
because of the Christians,” attested to this belief. 
These were increasingly dangerous times for Chris- 


This ancient carving depicts the infants Romulus and Remus, the mythical 
founders of Rome, who were nursed by a she-wolf. Citizens of the empire, from 
poets to imperial officials, referred to Rome as the “Eternal City.” 
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tians throughout the empire. Although there was no 
widespread persecution, localized attacks were not 
uncommon. Shortly after the celebration, the empire 
was once more in crisis. Philip appointed Decius, at 
that time a distinguished senator, to lead an army 
against the Goths on the Danube. So successful was 
he, that he won the empire from Philip in 249. 


Persecution by Decius 

Decius’ accession proved disastrous for the Christians. 
Origen foresaw the troubles: “It is probable that the 
secure existence . . . enjoyed by believers at present 
will come to an end, since those who calumniate Chris- 
tianity in every way are again attributing the present 
frequency of rebellion to the multitude of believers, 
and to their not being persecuted by the authorities as 
in the old times.” He then predicted “persecutions no 
longer local as hitherto, but universal.” 

On January 3, 250, Decius performed the annual 
sacrifice to Jupiter and presented the imperial offerings 
to the gods. At about the same time he also ordered 
every resident of the Roman Empire to follow his ex- 
ample. For the first time ever, Christians everywhere 
were forced to prove their loyalty to the state. To do 
so they would have to deny their Christian beliefs and 
take part in pagan sacrifices. Commissions were set 
up in each town to administer Decius’ edict. Each per- 
son who sacrificed was issued a certificate (libellus) to 
prove that he had obeyed the emperor’s command. 

Legal procedures that had long been followed with 
accused Christians remained in effect throughout the 
Decian persecution. The aim was not necessarily to kill 
Christians but to convince them to turn to the state re- 
ligion. Many who would have been persecuted eluded 
the legal process by fleeing, by subterfuge, or by out- 
ward conformity. Most of the martyrs were petsons 
who made the heroic decision to defy the Roman state 
in a public and provocative manner. 

The government wasted no time in arresting those 
who chose the path of defiance. Fabian, the bishop of 


Rome, was arrested, put on trial before Decius him- 
self, and executed on January 20, 250. The bishops of 
Antioch and Jerusalem were arrested and died in cus- 
tody. Dionysius of Alexandria escaped arrest, thanks 
to the help of country people in the district to which 
he fled. In Asia Minor one bishop fled to the safety of 
the hills and urged his congregation to do likewise. 
Cyprian of Carthage also went into hiding. 

Some Christians bribed officials for the certificates. 
Others hoped to avoid detection. In June 250, howev- 
er, enforcement stiffened, and the local commissions 
intensified the search for anyone who had not sacri- 
ficed. Neighbors informed on neighbors. Many 
Christians, fearing torture, and even death, completed 
the sacrifice. Others refused. They were tortured until 
they recanted their Christianity or died. 

In Caesarea, Origen was arrested and tortured. He 
refused to renounce his faith yet somehow survived, 
only to die after his release from jail. The martyrdom 
he had once written of—a brave death in full view of 
multitudes of bloodthirsty pagans and enthusiastically 
applauding angels—eluded him. 

In Alexandria, Dionysius described how Christians 
were forced to sacrifice: “When called by name, they 
approached the impure and unholy sacrifices. But pale 
and trembling, as if they were not to sacrifice, but 
themselves to be victims and the sacrifices to the idols, 
they were jeered by many of the surrounding multi- 
tude, and were obviously equally afraid to die and to 
offer the sacrifice.” Other Alexandrian Christians 
who refused to sacrifice suffered for their faith. Two 
were put onto camels and paraded through the city. 
People mocked them and hit them with sticks as they 
passed. They were then burned alive. A soldier, prob- 
ably a Christian, who intervened was beheaded. 

In some places a majority of Christians obeyed their 
emperor’s command. In Carthage, for example, so 
many Christians crowded the pagan temples that 
magistrates pleaded with them to return later. In other 
cities entire congregations, in some cases led by their 


bishops, renounced their faith. Euctemon, the bishop 
of Smyrna, openly sacrificed. After an initial flurry, 
the state relaxed its offensive. By the end of the year, 
Christians who had fled or hidden reemerged. 


The end of the Decian persecution 

When Decius’ attention was again diverted to invading 
Goths, the Christian communities breathed a collec- 
tive sigh of relief. The church of Rome felt confident 
enough to elect Cornelius bishop in the spring of the 
year 251, and the church of Carthage held a synod not 
long after that. But the persecutions during Decius’ 
reign had cost the church more than the loss of many 
staunch members; they had also divided it. When the 
clouds had lifted, the church found itself faced with a 
complex disciplinary problem: How should it treat the 
lapsi (“lapsed [Christians]”), who had renounced their 
faith during the persecutions? Factions emerged; they 
represented three opposing views. 

The most lenient position was that any confessor 
(one who had suffered for the faith) could readmit a 
lapsed Christian without penance. In opposition to this 
view was the second one, held by Cyprian, the bishop 


of Carthage, who thought that church unity and the 
Continued on page 175 


The celebrations for Rome’s 1,000th year were launched 
by the soldier-emperor Philip (pictured on the coin), who may 
have been using the pageatitry to consolidate his own shaky 

position. He had recently instigated the murder of his imperial 
colleague and predecessor, Gordian III, and the Roman Senate 
had deified Gordian. Philip himself was killed soon afterward. 


authority of the bishops must be maintained; he there- 
fore insisted that only a church synod should decide on 
the treatment of the lapsi. Under his leadership, the 
synod at Carthage set periods of penitential exclusion, 
varying with the degree of the individual lapse. Desig- 
nated as sacrificati were those who had actually sacri- 
ficed on Roman altars; the thurificati were those who 
had burned incense before the emperor’s image; and 
the libellati included anyone who had not complied 
with the imperial command but had obtained, through 
bribery or deception, a certificate that falsely attested 
to compliance. These degrees were to be considered in 
setting penances, and the decision on how to apply 
them was to be left to the discretion of the clergy. 

A third view, that of hard-liners led by the Roman 
presbyter Novatian, insisted that none of the lapsed 


The Flavian Amphitheater 
in Rome was a regular 
scene of gladiatorial combats 
and wild-beast shows. 

Its name since medieval 
times has been the 
Colosseum, as in the 
prophecy attributed to the 
eighth-century historian 
Bede: “While the 
Colosseum stands, Rome 
shall stand; when the 
Colosseum falls, Rome 
shall fall; and when Rome 
falls, the world shall fall.” 
The emperor Commodus 
(below) entered the arena 
dressed as Hercules. 


could ever be readmitted to the church. Rejection 
of the Spirit’s promptings to confess Jesus as Lord 
when tried by persecution was viewed by No- 
vatian’s followers as an unforgivable sin. They 
denied that any bishop had the power to re- 
mit such a sin, when Christ himself had said, 
“Whoever denies me before men, I also will 
deny before my Father who is in heaven.” 
It is noteworthy that so many of the 
lapsed were clamoring for readmission. 
Their eagerness to get back into the 
Christian community may be a measure 
of how bad times had become in the Roman 
Empire. There had been no great debates over re- 
admissions a century and a half earlier, when 
Pliny the Younger wrote to Trajan that he had 
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See ad 
Decius, depicted on the coin, 
ordered everyone to sacrifice to 
the gods (objects used are shown 
on the relief above right) and 
obtain certificates of compliance. 
The certificate reads: “Here 
present and conforming to the 
order, I have sacrificed and made 
a libation. I, Aurelia Demos, 
present this declaration.” 
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dismissed charges against those who denied they were 
or had been Christians. Possibly, a pleasant life outside 
the community was available to many a lapsed church 
member in the more prosperous and peaceful world of 
the second century. By the year 251 only the oldest 
people alive could remember those happy times. Most 
of those who lived during this period knew only mis- 
rule, social upheaval, economic collapse, civil wars 
within, and invasions from without. 

The Christian church had become a warm nest for 
many in hard times. “One cannot have God for one’s 
father unless one has the church for one’s mother.” 
Cyprian wrote these words during that same year in 
his tract On Church Unity. He accused the Novatianists 
of telling the lapsed (and now excluded) church mem- 
bers, in effect: “Go ahead, beat your breast, shed tears, 
groan day and night . . . you will still die outside the 


church; you will do everything conducive to peace, 
but none of the peace that you seek will you find.” 

The chasms among these three views widened 
when Cyprian, after hesitation, supported Cornelius 
as head of the Roman church, and Novatian claimed 
the same office. Novatian, who was able and erudite, 
was justified in expecting election as bishop of Rome. 
Cornelius probably was chosen because his more le- 
nient attitude toward lapsed Christians was favored 
by large numbers of church members. Novatian 
promptly sent a delegation from Rome to Carthage to 
establish his authority there. Though a synod in Rome 
supported Cyprian’s view on the lapsed and, in Octo- 
ber 251, excommunicated Novatian, nonetheless, 
Novatianist churches sprang up in North Africa, 
Gaul, Spain, the East, and even in Rome itself. 

To orthodox Christians, Novatianists were beyond 
the pale. Speaking for the mainstream, Cyprian 
wrote, “There is no salvation outside the church.” 
Yet the only issue that differentiated Novatianists 
from the main body of believers was their policy on 
lapsed Christians. The issue, however, brought forth 
fundamentally different images of the church on both 
sides. Was it to be a community of the pure or a hos- 
pital for sick souls? Novatianist churches survived in 
some places until the seventh century. 


Persecution under emperors Gallus and Valerian 

After Decius died in battle in June 251, his successor, 
Gallus, renewed the persecutions, but they were spo- 
radic and relatively mild. Most were limited to the 
major cities and were more the result of localized mob 
violence than universal edict. When Valerian assumed 
power in 253, he was at first friendly to the Chris- 
tians. Bishop Dionysius went so far as to claim that 
Valerian was more favorably disposed to the church 
than any previous emperor had been: “All his house 
was likewise filled with pious persons and was, in- 
deed, a congregation of the Lord.” However, for rea- 
sons that are not clear, Valerian’s attitude toward the 


Christians changed remarkably in the summer of 257, 
when he ordered church leaders to acknowledge the 
traditional gods: “Those who do not profess the Ro- 
man religion must not refuse to take part in Roman 
religious ceremonies.” Christians were also forbidden 
to assemble in either churches or cemeteries. 

Bishops Cyprian and Dionysius boldly refused to 
comply. They were banished. In August 258 Valerian 
issued a much more severe edict, a violent attack on 
the church’s leadership. Bishops, priests, and deacons 
who refused to obey the earlier decree were to be 
killed. Christians of senatorial and equestrian rank 
(the upper classes) were to lose their property; if they 
did not renounce Christianity, they too were to be ex- 
ecuted. Christian matrons would lose their properties 
and be exiled, while lower-ranking civil servants 
faced slavery if they refused to renounce their faith. 
On August 8, Sixtus I], bishop of Rome, and four 
deacons were arrested for celebrating the Eucharist in 
a catacomb; they were executed. 

Five weeks later, Cyprian was summoned from his 
exile to the proconsul’s residence in Carthage and 
told, “The most sacred Emperors have commanded 
you to conform to the Roman rites.” 

“T refuse,” replied Cyprian. 

“You have long lived an irreligious life, and have 
drawn together a number of men bound by an unlaw- 
ful association, and professed yourself an open enemy 
to the gods and the religion of Rome,” accused the 
proconsul. “You shall be made an example to those 
whom you have wickedly associated with you. . . . It 
is the sentence of this court that Thascius Cyprianus 
be executed with the sword.” 

“Thanks be to God,” answered the bishop. 

On September 14, Cyprian became Africa’s first 
bishop-martyr. The persecution spread to Spain, 
where Fructuosus, bishop of Tarragona, and two of 
his deacons were burned alive. In the East at Caesarea 
still more churchmen died for their faith. Persecutions 
ended in 260 with the death of Valerian after his cap- 


ture by Persians in Edessa. Since Valerian was the first 
Roman emperor ever taken captive in battle, his fate 
was interpreted by Christians as divine retribution. 
While the persecution may have added some much 
needed money to the state’s treasury (from confiscat- 
ed properties), it did not stop Christians from meeting 
together, and it failed to destroy the clergy. In one 
regard, it may even have enriched the church by add- 
ing to the long roster of Christian martyrs. 
Gallienus, Valerian’s son and successor, apparently 
viewed the Christians as an asset rather than a liability. 
With its military position in the East weakened by the 
ever threatening Persians and others, Rome began to 
court the loyalty of Christians in the Eastern prov- 
inces. The new emperor restored their property and 
halted persecutions. For the next 40 years, Christians 
enjoyed what has been called “the long peace.” 


The only time in history that a 
Roman emperor fell into enemy 
hands was when Shapur I of 
Persia captured the emperor 
Valerian in battle in 260. The 
event is commemorated on this 
relief found near the ancient city 
of Persepolis. Shapur went on 
to launch three more campaigns 
against the Romans; he took 
many captives, including a 
bishop of Antioch and members 
of his flock. These captives 
may have been the founders of 
Tran’s Christian communities. 


= - = <> i 
we OER ~ Re eee 


177 


=. WILDERNESS 


By the end of the third century, the enduring faith of the first 
Christian monks had inspired countless new converts. Then, without 
warning, Diocletian initiated the last great persecution. 

Only the rise of Constantine, the first Christian 
emperor, stopped the bloodbaths. 


esus had enjoined his followers to be in the world but not of it. Perhaps no 
one took this more to heart than Antony, the father of Christian monasti- 
cism. Born in Coma, Egypt, about 250, of well-to-do Coptic Christian par- 
ents, he was a sensitive young man who shunned school and companions of 
his own age, preferring to lead a simple life at home. When he was about 20, his 
parents died, leaving him sole guardian of his younger sister and their estate. 
According to legend, Antony was reflecting on the lives of the Apostles some 
months later, when he entered his local church during a reading of the Gospel of 
Matthew. What he heard changed his life and set the course of Christian monas- 
ticism: “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give [it] to the 
poor... come, follow me.” Antony divided the 200 acres of his fertile family 
farm among the citizens of his town. Then he sold his belongings and gave the 
proceeds to the poor, keeping a little money for his sister. But, again, another 
reading in church seemed directed to his ears alone: “Do not be anxious about 
tomorrow.” He knew then that the material world was not for him. 


Toward the end of his long life, Antony often received visitors at 
his humble desert dwelling. His simple, monastic life became 

an example to other desert monks. Soon after his death in 356, 
monasteries sprang up throughout the deserts of Egypt. 


He entrusted his sister to a group of religious wom- 
en and adopted a life of strict self-denial, dwelling 
alone in a shed near his parents’ house. Because in his 
day there were no monasteries, Antony sought spiri- 
tual direction from a recluse in a nearby town. Day by 
day, he learned how to be an ascetic, spending his 
time in solitary prayer, with periodic fasting and man- 
ual labor. His saintliness was so evident that the 
townspeople began to call him God’s friend. 

According to Athanasius, a fourth-century Church 
Father who wrote a biography based on the lore sur- 
rounding Antony’s life, the young ascetic was soon 
set upon by the Devil, who tried to tempt him with 
visions of fame and a comfortable home. The Devil 
miasqueraded as a woman, then a dragon, and finally a 
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young boy, who spoke disparagingly to him. “Who 
are you who speak thus to me?” asked Antony. The 
boy replied, “I am called the spirit of fornication.” 
Antony stood his ground and said, “The Lord is my 
helper and I will despise my enemies.” Upon hearing 
these words, Athanasius writes, the boy fled. It was 
Antony’s first victory over the Devil. 

To withstand the demons better, Antony went into 
the Egyptian desert and had a friend lock him away in 
an abandoned tomb. There, for perhaps 15 years, he 
struggled against temptation, often keeping vigil the 
entire night and eating only once a day. He had only 
bread and water brought by an obliging sympathizer, 
and usually slept upon the bare ground. Once, a friend 
found him unconscious. When Antony revived, he 
said that a legion of devils had lashed him with super- 
natural violence. Wracked with pain, Antony contin- 
ued his fight against evil, even when apparitions of 
savage beasts assaulted him throughout the night. 

These struggles led him to deep psychological in- 
sights. “As the demons find us,” Antony once said, 
“so they behave towards us, and according to the 
thoughts which are in us they direct their assaults.” 

One day, the demonic visions vanished, and, Ath- 
anasius tells us, a light shone into Antony’s cell. 
“Why did you not appear at the beginning to stop my 
pains?” asked the exhausted recluse. “I was right 
here,” intoned a voice, “but I waited to see you in 
action. And now, because you held out and did not 
surrender, I will ever be your helper and I will make 
you renowned everywhere.” 


The extraordinary Paul of Thebes 

When he was past 90, Antony may have thought that 
he had endured the ascetic life longer than anyone 
else, but there was another who had surpassed him. 
According to legend, in 342 Antony was enjoined in a 


dream to search for a solitary “more perfect than him- 
self.” The man’s name was Paul of Thebes. Back in 
250 he had gone into hiding to escape persecutions 


Antony fought valiantly against the Devil, who appeared in terrifying disguises. 
Though greatly tempted, the ascetic was not induced to forsake his faith. He told 
the Devil: “It is a sign of your helplessness that you ape the forms of brutes.” 
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sparked by Decius. Paul’s brother-in-law, hoping to 
confiscate his estate, decided to betray him, but Paul, 
then 22, fled to a cave in the Egyptian desert to live as 
a hermit. (The word hermit is derived from the Greek 
word for desert, eremia.) The story goes that a spring 
provided fresh water, and a palm tree furnished food 
and clothing for the next two decades. When he was 
43, a raven began to appear daily, bringing half a loaf 
of bread, just as ravens had fed the Old Testament 
prophet Elijah. By the time Antony found him, Paul 
was 113 years old and had lived and meditated alone 
for some 90 years. 

When Antony finally reached Paul’s abode, the two 
men knew each other’s names by revelation. Then the 
raven suddenly appeared, bearing a full loaf of bread, 
rather than the usual half ration. The frail hermit, 
foreseeing his death, asked Antony to go and fetch a 
cloak for his shroud, but Paul died before the monk 
returned. As he was hastening back to the cave, An- 
tony saw Paul’s soul ascending to heaven, accompa- 
nied by angels, Apostles, and prophets. After he 
reached the body, two lions appeared and dug a 
grave. For the rest of his life, Antony treasured Paul’s 
tunic, which was fashioned from woven palm leaves. 
He wore it on both Easter and Pentecost. 


Antony and Athanasius 

Though he preferred seclusion, Antony did make at 
least two trips into the outside world. Hearing that 
believers were being persecuted in Alexandria and 
hoping to be martyred, he led a delegation of monks 
there. He boldly ministered to Christians in the mines 
and prisons but was not chosen for martyrdom. 
When the persecution ebbed, he found a new desert 
spot, which he called Inner Mountain. There he plant- 
ed a small garden and resigned himself to being a 
“daily martyr to his conscience, ever fighting the bat- 
tles of the faith.” He went to Alexandria another time 
to condemn the Arians (see pages 225-226). Before he 
died at the age of 105, Antony bequeathed his cloak 


and sheepskin to Athanasius, the bishop of Alexan- 
dria, and bade two fellow monks to bury him secretly 
and never reveal the site. 

In many ways Athanasius was the exact opposite of 
Antony. He led an active life within the church, until 
his intransigent politics forced him to flee for a few 
years to the desert. There he met Antony, some 40 
years his senior. Though of different backgrounds, 


When he was 113 years old, 
the solitary Paul of Thebes, 
depicted here in his legendary 
tunic of woven palm leaves, 
was visited in his desert cell by 
the recluse Antony, then 90 
years old. Knowing that he 
was near death, Paul said to 
his visitor, “Thou hast been 
sent by God to shelter this poor 
body in the ground.” 
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As the number of monks 
increased, the desert fathers had 
to consider how far apart to 
build their cells. A distance of 
one day’s walk was deemed 
ideal, for it allowed monks to 
keep in touch with one another 
without distraction. An 
imagined view of these early 
desert monasteries is shown here 
in a medieval rendering. 


the ascetic and the pugnacious theologian became fast 
friends. In fact, our knowledge of Antony comes al- 
most entirely from Athanasius, who wrote The Life of 
St. Antony about 357, within a year of the monk’s 
death. This biography was extremely popular; later it 
became a basic document from which the monastic 
movement in the West took its first, most powerful 
inspiration. At a time when the empire was shot 
through with anarchy and corruption, the story of so 

upright a man was an inspiration to many Christians. 


Desert fathers 

Indeed, Antony’s courage became so well known that 
others followed his example. Many sought him out in 
the desert to learn how to live like a “monk.” (The 
word comes from the Greek word monachos, which 
means “single.”) His followers believed that those 
who endured the rigorous life of an ascetic, who were 


victorious in their physical and spiritual ordeals, 
would be blessed with the freedom to speak directly 
with God. The wisdom of the desert fathers became 
legendary, and their advice on the ascetic life was re- 
corded in a book called Sayings of the Desert Fathers. 
One example from the book, attributed to Arsenius, 
advises, “Be solitary, be silent, and be at peace.” 
Sayings of these abbas, or desert “fathers,” often 
concerned ways to find hesychia—Greek for “quiet- 
ness.” One abba, Basil of Caesarea, was asked by a 
disciple for a word of guidance. “You shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart,” the abba said. 
The young monk went away for 20 years and then 
returned to report, “Father, { have struggled to keep 
your word; now speak another word to me.” Basil 
responded, “You shall love your neighbor as your- 
self.” The monk repaired again to his cell. Such was 
the arduous road to spiritual peace and perfection. 


A number of desert fathers told how they came to 
seek God in the wilderness. One was Abba Macarius, 
a former camel driver. When he was a young anchor- 
ite, or religious hermit, an unmarried girl who was 
pregnant named him as her seducer. The townspeople 
beat Macarius nearly to death. But when the girl went 
into labor, the infant remained in the womb for days. 
“I know what it is,” she finally said; “it is because I 
slandered the anchorite, and accused him unjustly.” 
Before the townspeople could reach him to make 
their amends, Macarius had fled to the barren serenity 
of the desert. 

As he devoted himself to God, it became known 
that Macarius could perform miracles. Once a man 
died after taking a sum of money in trust, and his 
widow could not find it. She and her children were 
about to be sold into slavery to make good the debt 
when Macarius was called. He went to the grave and 
called out, “Where have you put the deposit?” The 
answer came: “It is hidden in the house, at the foot of 
the bed.” His disciples were frightened, but Macarius 
explained the event’s spiritual meaning: “It is not for 
my sake that this has happened, for Iam nothing, but 
it is because of the widow and the orphans that God 
has performed this miracle. . . . God wants the soul 
to be without sin and grants it all it asks.” 

Repentance of past sins was a major element of 
monastic life. Some ascetics came to it as criminals 
desperate for forgiveness. Abba Moses, for example, 
had been a murderer as well as a thief. The penitent 
experienced a conversion and chose the desert life as a 
path of expiation. He found reassurance in Luke: “He 
who humbles himself will be exalted.” 

The solitary life was one of constant vigilance. 
Would-be monks were warned about the need to con- 
trol the sensual appetites. Only long, hard effort 
would produce the purity before God that they 
sought. They stayed awake at night in anticipation of 
the Second Coming, fasted because the word of God 
was food enough, and kept silent so that they could 


hear God’s voice. A watchword was, “Sit in your cell 
and it will teach you everything.” Antony summed it 
up with characteristic simplicity: “Just as fish die if 
they stay too long out of water, so the monks who 
loiter outside their cells or pass their time with men of 
the world lose the intensity of inner peace.” 
Antony’s example drew both men and women by 
the thousands to the monastic life. As Athanasius not- 
ed, “The desert was made a city by monks.” Indeed, 
near the end of the fourth century, one traveler 


Starting in the deserts of Egypt, 
monasticism soon spread 
throughout the empire. By the 
fourth century, it had reached 
Cappadocia in Asia Minor, 
where monks hollowed out their 
cells in the rocky cliffs in the 
wilds of the Goreme Valley 
(present-day central Turkey). 
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Mary of Egypt, inspired by 

the Virgin Mary, repented her 
life of sin and went to live in 

the desert wilderness of Jordan. 
For 47 years, she lived alone. 
According to legend, she was 
clad only in her hair, as depicted 
here in this 14th-century statue. 


The First Saints 


i 
The Apostle Paul often referred to fellow 
| Christians as “saints,” in other words, holy 
i] ones. (The word comes from Latin sanctus, 
i “holy.”) In later times, however, the title 
i! “saint” was used increasingly to honor Chris- 
tian martyrs. By the fourth century, this un- 
derstanding of sainthood was also applied to 
many desert hermits. Paul of Thebes and An- 
«| tony were among the first desert monks to be 
| revered as saints. In time, very devout bishops 
‘! and theologians also came to be called saints 
upon their deaths. Concerned that the require- 
ments for sainthood were becoming too lax, 
in 1234 the Roman Catholic Church estab- 
i| lished the first official criteria for canonization. 
Since that time, sainthood can be conferred 
only upon those for whom documented proof 
of holiness can be provided. 
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quipped that the number of desert dwellers was about 
the same as the secular population of Palestine and 
Egypt. Not surprisingly, such a phenomenon provid- 
ed an easy target for the satirist. The fourth-century 
pagan poet Palladas, a Greek of Alexandria, ridiculed 
the movement in an epigram: 


If solitaries, why so many? 

So many, how are they then sole? 
O crowd of solitaries 

feigning solitude! 


Though the monks were not solitary, their lives 
were apparently as austere and difficult as in Antony’s 
day. According to one chronicler: “Water is hard to 
find. . . . Here abide men perfect in holiness (for so 


terrible a place can be endured by none save those of 
absolute resolve and supreme constancy); yet is their 
chief concern the loving kindness which they show to 
one another and towards such as by chance may reach 
that spot.” To believers, however, it seemed that the 
desert monks “lived the life of heaven in the world,” 
and stories about them were avidly shared. Even 
among the pagans their holiness was recognized. 

Crowds of the sick and infirm made pilgrimages to 
the cell of one monk who had not spoken for 30 
years, and many were said to have come away cured. 


Women of the desert 

Women also sought the sanctity and silence of the 
desert. Especially moving are the accounts of several 
of them who left a life of sin to seek God’s forgiveness 
and mercy in the wilderness. One of the first was 
Mary of Egypt. When Mary was a young woman, 
probably in the fifth century, she ran away from her 
native village to Alexandria and lived as a prostitute 
for the next 17 years. Out of curiosity, she embarked 
one day on a journey to Jerusalem with a band of pil- 
grims, eager to celebrate the feast of the Holy Cross in 
the sacred city. Upon reaching the Church of the 
Holy Sepulcher, her companions entered to view a 
relic of the “true cross,” but she was restrained by an 
invisible force. No matter how strenuously she tried 
to follow them, she could not pass into the church. 
Suddenly struck by the magnitude of her sins, she 
wept and prayed to the Virgin Mary, vowing a life- 
time of penance. Then, with a lightened heart, she en- 
tered the church. On her way out, pausing to give 
thanks to the Virgin Mary, she heard the words, “Go 
over Jordan and thou shalt find rest.” 

Thenceforth, according to tradition, she lived alone 
in the punishing desert climate, suffering its extremes 
of heat and cold for 47 years, subsisting on dates and 
wild plants, while God instructed her in the mysteries 
of faith. One day, as the legend goes, she was acci- 
dentally discovered by a monk named Zosimus, who 


asked her to tell him her story. She agreed. At her 
request, Zosimus returned the following year during 
Lent to give her Holy Communion. She was on the 
other side of the Jordan River and, much to his 
amazement, walked across the water to meet him. A 
year later, when he came again, she was dead. Near- 
by, Mary had written in the sand: “Father Zosimus, 
bury the body of lowly Mary. Render earth to earth 
and pray for me. I died the night of the Lord’s Pas- 
sion, after receiving the divine and mystic Banquet.” 

Perhaps an even more moving example of contri- 
tion is Maria. An orphan since age seven, Maria was 
reared by her uncle, a desert monk named Abraham. 
For 20 years she led a devout life in a cell adjacent to 
his, sharing his distrust of worldly things. Then one 
day, she allowed herself to be seduced by a fellow 
monk. Utterly ashamed, Maria fled to the city, for 
she had not yet learned the central lesson of the desert: 
to rely solely on the mercy of God. Abraham asked a 
friend to search for her, and learned that she was liv- 
ing as a prostitute. Deeply saddened, Abraham rode 
off to bring back his niece. 

At first Maria refused to go, saying that her sins 
were too great. But Abraham said: “To you, your 
sins seem like mountains, but God has spread his 
mercy over all that He has made. . . . It is not new to 
fall, my daughter; what is wrong is to lie down when 
you have fallen.” Back in her desert cell Maria put on 
a hairshirt and wept and prayed daily for forgiveness. 
After three years of repentance, she was rewarded 
with the gift of healing, and throngs came to her for 
spiritual blessings and the restoration of health. 


Legendary stories of the Apostles 

The public appetite for wondrous stories was not con- 
fined to accounts of pious contemporaries, however. 
In the second and third centuries a number of books 
were written that revolved around the miraculous 
powers and supernatural adventures of the revered 
Apostles. Because the stories are not included in the 


New Testament, they are called the apocryphal Acts. 
(In this context, “apocryphal” refers to all early 
accounts of Jesus or his Apostles that have not been 
officially included in the New Testament.) 

These tales of miraculous adventures were similar 
in both style and content to popular non-Chnistian 
novels of the time. They served not only to entertain 
but also to impart moral precepts. Some later writers 
thought several of these Acts were suspect. Early in the 
fourth century Eusebius of Caesarea pointed out that 


The life of a desert monk 

was grueling and harsh. Food 
and water were scarce, and 
caves provided the main means 
of shelter. Temperatures in 

the Egyptian desert near 
Thebes could boil past 110° F 
during the summer, and fierce 
windstorms were frequent. 
For those who burned to prove 
their love of God, however, 
the desert provided an 
alternative to martyrdom. 
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they were heretical in style and teaching. In 787, the 
Second Council of Nicaea called the Acts of John “this 
abominable book” and judged it “worthy of being 
committed to the flames.” Christians in the third cen- 
tury, however, loved the lively tales, which stressed 
the virtue of following in the Apostles’ spiritual foot- 
steps by living a chaste life. The Acts of Andrew, John, 
Peter, Paul, and Thomas abound with examples that 
illustrate the power of the spirit to fight evil. 


In the Acts of Peter, believers could read about the 
renowned “Quo vadis” (“Where are you going?”) 
story, a prelude to the execution of the Apostle. As 
related in the story, Peter had been convinced by wor- 
ried friends to flee Rome because of Nero’s persecu- 
tions, but along the way he encountered Jesus going 
in the opposite direction and asked, “Where are you 
going, Lord?” Jesus replied, “I am going to Rome to 
be crucified.” The chastened Apostle turned on his 
heel and returned to be martyred on a cross, crucified 
head downward at his own request. 

A well-known story in the Acts of Paul involves a 
baptized lion. While imprisoned in Ephesus, one 
night Paul was miraculously freed of his iron chains 
by angels so that he could go out and baptize new 


One who emulated the desert fathers, but carried asceticism to an extreme, was 
Simeon Stylite (right), a fifth-century monk who lived atop a pillar for 37 years. 
Supplies were delivered to him by basket; the ladder was for visitors on special 
occasions. The base of his pillar, above, stands in the ruins of a Syrian church. 
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disciples. When finished, he returned to his fetters, 
leaving his guards none the wiser. Later, he was led to 
the stadium, where he was to face a wild beast for 
public amusement. A lion “of huge size and un- 
matched strength” was loosed, but the animal trotted 
over and lay down calmly at Paul’s feet. (According 
to the narrative, the Apostle had encountered the lion 
in the wild some time before and preached to it. The 
creature had professed belief in Jesus and had there- 
upon been baptized.) At this juncture, a tremendous 
hailstorm peppered the stadium, killing many people 
and animals, and the pagan governor was converted. 
The lion then fled to his home in the hills. 

A key episode from the same book tells of Paul’s 
conversion of a young woman named Thecla, who 
lived in Iconium in Asia Minor. After hearing the 
words of Paul, Thecla refused to marry her betrothed, 
preferring instead to follow Paul. Deeply angered, 
Thecla’s fiancé brought the matter before the Roman 
governor, who had Paul scourged and banished. The- 
cla too was arrested, and upon hearing that she had 
chosen a life of chastity and thus would never marry, 
her mother cried out, “Burn the lawless one.” Thecla 
was placed on a pyre; when it was lit, rain and hail 
descended from heaven, quenching the fire. The gov- 
ernor spared Thecla, and six days later she overtook 
Paul. She then followed Paul on a missionary journey 
where more miracles saved her from death. Later, she 
returned to Iconium to convert her mother. Ever 
since late Roman times, Thecla has been venerated as 
a saint by Eastern Christians. 

The Acts of Andrew recounts many of that Apostle’s 
miraculous deeds, including exorcisms of devils, 
cures of the desperately ill, and the calming of a tem- 
pest. His martyrdom occurs after he persuades the 
wife of Aegeates, Roman governor of Achaia 
(Greece) to live in perfect chastity. The enraged gov- 
ernor threatens to torture the Apostle unless his wife 
returns to the marriage bed, but Andrew counsels her 
to be steadfast. Aegeates has Andrew scourged and 


then crucified. Yet Andrew preaches from the cross 
and wins the hearts of the townspeople. When An- 
drew dies, Aegeates commits suicide. Throughout 
this story, doctrines taught by the desert ascetics, for 
example, the renunciation of sex in marriage, are in- 
culcated. Paradoxically, the Apostle is regarded now- 
adays in certain regions of Germany as the patron 
saint of girls who wish to get married. 

The longest of the apocryphal works is the Acts of 
Thomas, which follows the famous “doubter” on his 
wanderings through India. When he is hired by King 
Gundaphorus to construct a great palace, Thomas in- 
stead distributes to the poor all of the moneys invested 
in the project. The monarch, infuriated, throws the 
Apostle in a dungeon, but Gundaphorus’ deceased 
brother appears in a vision to explain that a royal pal- 
ace has been built in the heavenly kingdom, and 
Thomas is released. In another tale, the Apostle raises 
a murdered girl from the dead, and she recounts her 
experiences in hell. In still later adventures, a sudden 
flood thwarts an attempt to torture Thomas with hot 
irons. After his death, the dust from outside his tomb 
is described as powerful enough to cure a young boy 
of demonic possession. 

Perhaps the most skillfully written of the apocry- 
phal tales is the Acts of John, which contains a strong 
narrative and a realistic grasp of character. In one epi- 
sode, the Apostle prays to God to let the evil spirits 
flee from Ephesus, and parts of the Temple of Arte- 
mis fall down. As the temple collapses, the stones 
crush to death the priest serving the goddess, but he is 
brought back to life and becomes a believer in Jesus. 


A note of humor 

Ancient readers doubtless appreciated the story of 
the bedbugs, which even the author refers to as “a 
droll matter.” When John and his fellow travelers stay 
at a deserted inn, the Apostle takes the only bed, 
which teems with insects. His followers laugh to 
themselves when they hear him cry out in the night, 
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In the Acts of Andrew, when 
an enormous serpent destroys 
a house, Andrew comes to 

the rescue. He bids the serpent 
to “hide thy head, foul one, 
which thou didst raise in the 
beginning for the hurt of man- 
kind, and obey the servants of 
God, and die.” With that, the 
serpent reared up and expired. 


“I say unto you, O bugs, behave yourselves, one and 
all, and leave your abode for this night and remain 
quiet in one place, and keep your distance from the 
servants of God.” The next morning, John’s compan- 
ions discover a horde of bugs standing patiently out- 
side the door. When John himself finally awakens, he 
says, “Since ye have well behaved yourselves in hear- 
kening to my rebuke, come unto your place,” at 
which the insects skitter back to the bed and quickly 
disappear. As is characteristic of these tales, even this 
amusing anecdote has a serious moral: “This creature 
hearkened unto the voice of a man, and abode by itself 
and was quiet and trespassed not,” comments John; 
“but we which hear the voice and commandments of 
God disobey and are light-minded.” 


Although rejected by some serious-minded believ- 
ers as absurd, impious, and sometimes heretical, the 
apocryphal Acts were lodged in the popular tradition 
for centuries. They often reflect problems of the times, 
such as conflicts with the unconverted or the abiding 
mystery of incurable illnesses. Scattered throughout 
are early liturgies and hymns, including one hymn, re- 
corded in the Acts of John, purportedly sung by Jesus 
and his disciples shortly before his arrest. 

The legends were told everywhere from Persia to 
Spain, despite the objections of church leaders, and 
became so familiar that they have been portrayed in 
Christian art ever since. 


Gregory the Wonderworker 

Stories of Christians performing miracles abounded in 
the third century. One of the more beloved legends 
of that period concerned Gregory Thaumaturgus, or 
the “Wonderworker,” bishop of Neocaesarea in Pon- 
tus (in present-day Turkey). He was born around 213 
in Neocaesarea to aristocratic pagan parents, who had 
him educated in Roman law, philosophy, and rheto- 
ric. About 233, Gregory met the great Christian 
scholar Origen in Palestine. For some five years he 
studied with the master, moving from a broad curric- 
ulum of secular subjects to the challenges of biblical 
texts and revelations of faith in Jesus. He later wrote 
that meeting Origen was “the first time the true Sun 
began to rise upon me.” 

Having become a deeply committed Christian, 
Gregory went home, but Origen wrote to him, urg- 
ing that he use his spiritual gifts in service to the Lord. 
When he was offered the bishopric of Neocaesarea, he 
declined because he feared the responsibility, but was 
ordained in abstentia. Giving in finally, Gregory pre- 
sided in a city with a mere 17 Christians; but by the 
time of his death, around the year 270, it was said that 
there were only 17 pagans remaining. 

Revered for his wisdom and devotion to his flock, 
Gregory was enshrined in the popular imagination as 


a “second Moses” because of the many tales of his 
ability to work miracles. It is said, for example, that 
when the local river Lycus threatened to flood, he 
turned back the waters. When two brothers quarreled 
bitterly over the nghts to their father’s lake, he dried 
up the disputed property with a twitch of his cloak. 
He also vanquished demons and once saved some 
Christians from a terrible plague. After escaping the 
Decian persecutions in 250, he instituted a Christian 
version of pagan games, thus astutely competing with 
the entertainments of the heathens. His games were 
produced as festivals in honor of those martyrs who 
had died because of their faith in Christ. 

The powers of Gregory still elicit awe today. Be- 
cause he is credited with stopping the Lycus River 
from flooding, his name is invoked in some parts of 
Italy and Sicily when an earthquake is expected. 


Under army rule 

The world from which ascetics fled in the third centu- 
ry was suffering tremendous unrest. Invasions were 
frequent and destructive—Goths and other Germanic 
peoples were sweeping into the Western provinces of 
the empire, while the Persians were intent on recover- 
ing territories long held by Romans in the East. The 
empire desperately needed protection, but as the mili- 
tary grew in might, it demanded privileges and pay- 
ments that bled the economy. From 260 to 234, Rome 
had nine different emperors, nearly all elected by the 
military. The senatorial class, which had long sup- 
plied leaders, was incapable of providing them during 
this period of almost constant warfare. 

After Valerian was captured by the Persians in 260, 
his son, Gallienus, commander of the Western troops, 
became sole emperor. Unlike many of the soldier- 
emperors to follow, Gallienus surrounded himself 
with men of letters. Under his administration, the 
empire experienced a flowering of Greek philosophy, 
and persecutions of the Christians were suspended. 
Then Gallienus was murdered in 268, and the army 


chose as his successor Claudius II, a cavalry com- 
mander. He brought the army back to peak discipline 
and efficiency. More important, Claudius successfully 
drove back the Goths and for this victory was dubbed 
Claudius Gothicus. He was loved by the military and 
civilian population alike for his probity and fairness. 
Unfortunately, his reign ended after only two years, 
when he succumbed to the plague that repeatedly 
struck throughout the ill-fated century. 

During this chaotic period, the death of an emperor 
easily triggered civil unrest. When Claudius II died in 
270, his brother, Quintilius, raised an army and was 
proclaimed emperor. But the Roman Army, which 
was occupying the banks of the Danube, chose one of 
their own to be the next ruler. He was Aurelian, the 


According to the Acts of Paul, 
the Apostle Paul was once 
sentenced to be killed by wild 
beasts for preaching the gospel 
to the Ephesians. But when 

the animals were let loose in the 
stadium to attack Paul, a huge 
lion lay at his feet and did not 
harm the “holy body, standing 
like a statue in prayer.” 


Portrayed in this 14th-century stained-glass 
window is a maiden, saved from destitution by a 
bag of gold given to her by Nicholas. (She is 
attempting to awaken her sleeping father.) For this 
generous act, Nicholas, a third-century bishop of 
Myra, came to be the patron saint of Christmas. 


Two Favorite Saints 


Though he never drove a sleigh pulled by 
reindeer through the sky, a real St. Nicho- 
las is behind the story of Santa Claus. The 
facts about the life of Nicholas are few, but 
the legends that surround him are nch in 
detail. He was born in the late third century 
to prosperous Christian parents in Asia Mi- 
nor. Later, he became bishop of the city of 
Myra (in present-day Turkey). Tradition 
credits Nicholas with several saintly deeds 
and miracles. In one story, he was on a 
voyage when a violent storm arose. All on 
board the ship feared they would be lost 
but not Nicholas. He calmed the winds 
with his prayers, enabling the vessel to sail 
safely to port. As a result he is venerated 
today as the patron saint of sailors. 

On another occasion, Nicholas is said to 
have confronted an evil innkeeper, who 
had murdered three young brothers and 
hidden their corpses in a tub of brine. He 
prayed over the bodies until they rose from 
the dead, making him forevermore the 
protector of young children. 

It was such legends that made Nicholas 
one of the most popular saints during the 
Middle Ages. As further evidence of his 
lasting appeal, more than 2,000 churches, 
including some 400 in England, were dedi- 
cated to him. He was also adopted as the 
patron saint of both Greece and Russia. 

Nonetheless, it is for his association with 
Christmas that St. Nicholas has gained 
widespread recognition. As the story goes, 
Nicholas played the role of secret benefac- 
tor for three young women whose father 


was about to sell them into servitude be- 
cause he had no money for their dowries. 
Nicholas stealthily threw three bags of gold 
through the window of the sisters’ house, 
thus enabling them to marry as they 
wished. From this chivalrous good deed, 
his name has come to be inextricably asso- 
ciated with gift giving on Christmas. 


St. Valentine 
Less is known about the man who gave his 
name to St. Valentine’s Day. Traditionally, 
February 14 is linked with the martyrdom 
of two Valentines. One may have been a 
Roman priest, beheaded by Claudius II 
about 270. The other, also beheaded about 
the same time, was bishop of a town some 
60 miles from Rome. How these martyrs 
became associated with the celebration of 
love is unclear. According to one legend, 
Valentine of Rome was killed because he 
continued to perform marriages after Clau- 
dius, in an effort to encourage young men 
to join the army, had forbidden them. 
Another story connects Valentine’s Day 
with the Roman festival of Lupercalia. On 
February 14, the eve of this ancient fertility 
rite, young men perhaps chose the names 
of maidens to be their partners during the 
celebration. In fact, some have speculated 
that the beheading of St. Valentine possibly 
served as entertainment for the Lupercalia. 
The Valentine custom of exchanging love 
notes, which began in the late Middle 
Ages, might be based on a belief that birds 
begin mating at this time. 


heroic commander in chief of the cavalry. Quintilius 
is reported to have committed suicide upon hearing 
the news, and thus civil war was averted. 

Aurelian’s reign lasted about five years; during this 
time he waged war almost continuously and won 
back the territories of Gaul, Spain, and Britain from a 
usurper. Adding to the military reforms of Claudius 
Il, he prohibited gambling and drinking in the army 
and forbade soldiers to demand supplies from the citi- 
zens. He cruelly punished those foolish enough to dis- 
obey. Bowing to embarrassing necessity, Aurelian 
began construction of a 12-mile-long wall to defend 
Rome, a city that had once counted on the might of 
the Roman Empire as its bulwark. 


Aurelian’s conquests 
One of Aurelian’s strongest foes was Queen Zenobia, 
an athletic beauty who reigned in the desert kingdom 
of Palmyra (modern-day Syria) and had conquered 
Egypt and much of Asia Minor. Zenobia took Cleo- 
patra as her model but surpassed the Egyptian queen 
by vigorously leading her own troops on horseback, 
even marching on foot for many miles at a time. 
Zenobia won the first battle against Aurelian, but 
he soon defeated two of her armies and besieged her 
capital, Palmyra, a richly endowed oasis. He asked for 
her surrender; she answered him with insults. The em- 
peror complained that “the Roman people speak with 
contempt of the war which I am waging against a 
woman,” but he recognized her as a well-prepared, 
wily, and desperate adversary. Eventually, the city 
fell, and Zenobia, her neck chained in gold, became the 
centerpiece of Aurelian’s triumphal parade in front of 
cheering crowds in Rome. Her defeat affected the 


To defend the city of Rome from barbarians, 
Aurelian built a wall around it. Aurelian’s Wall was 
20 feet high (later doubled to 40) and extended 12 
miles with 381 towers, most set at 100-foot intervals. 
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Zenobia, queen of Palmyra, 
was an astute leader and 
great warrior. Determined to 
rule the Roman Empire 

in the East, she fought 
alongstde her garrisons and 
captured parts of Asia 
Minor. Alarmed by her 
growing ambition, Aurelian 
fought back and won. 

In 272 he captured the 
beautiful queen as she was 
fleeing to safety in Persia. 


church, for her chief finance minister was the luxury- 
loving Paul of Samosata (see pages 196-197), bishop 
of Antioch. His version of the Trinity as a union of 
Father, Wisdom, and Word had made him a heretic in 
the eyes of mainstream Christians. But until Zenobia 
was defeated, they had been unable to remove him 
from office. Aurelian was merciful toward his enemy 
and married her off to a Roman senator. The “desert 
tigress” became a respectable matron in Tivoli, and her 
daughters married into Rome’s noble families. 
Despite this display of magnanimity toward Zeno- 
bia, Aurelian was a harsh disciplinarian. The Senate 
hated him and his staff feared him. In the end, it was 
his severity that led to his downfall. When he threat- 
ened one of his secretaries with punishment for extor- 
tion, the man forged a list of Aurelian’s officers who 
were supposedly to be executed and showed it to 
them. Thus deceived, the officers plotted against their 
emperor. In 275 one of Aurelian’s most trusted and 
beloved generals killed him. When the secretary’s 
treachery was uncovered, he was immediately execut- 
ed, but this action did little to undo the mischief. For 


more than eight months, an eerie calm fell over the 
leaderless state. Aware that its credibility was severely 
tarnished, the army refused to designate a new emper- 
or and instead returned the honor to the Senate. 

The senators warily accepted the responsibility and 
began to search for a suitable candidate. At last, in re- 
sponse to rumors of rebellions in Gaul and the East, 
the politicians prevailed upon the 75-year-old Tacitus, 
a descendant of the historian of the same name, to 
assume the robes of office. With Tacitus in power, 
the Senate enjoyed its last days of glory. As the 18th- 
century historian Edward Gibbon noted, the “senate 
displayed a sudden lustre, blazed for a moment, and 
was extinguished for ever.” 


A revolving door 

Tacitus’ six-month rule, though beneficent and 
skilled, ended with his natural death, perhaps has- 
tened by quarrels with an insubordinate military. His 
Praetorian prefect, Florian, usurped the title but was 
killed by his own men three months later. By com- 
mon consent, the imperial power was conferred upon 
Probus, a proven leader who had reconquered Egypt 
for Aurelian and had become commander in chief of 
all Eastern provinces under Tacitus. 

After his acclamation by the military, Probus took 
pains to flatter the Senate. During the six years of his 
reign he concentrated on restoring peace and stability; 
he freed at least 60 cities in Gaul from the Germanic 
barbarians and constructed a line of frontier garrisons 
that stretched from the Rhine to the Danube. Tens of 
thousands of Germans were killed in the campaigns. 
Probus was magnanimous to the defeated survivors. 

He was intent on rebuilding the internal structure of 
the empire, which had been neglected of late. Instead 
of sending the army on conquests, he put soldiers to 
work building temples, bridges, and palaces. To keep 
idleness at bay, Probus ordered men accustomed to 
warfare to plant vineyards on the hills of Gaul. They 
grudgingly obeyed, until the fatal day when Probus is 


said to have expressed the hope for universal peace 
and an end to the need for any military force. Ex- 
hausted from their labors, some of the soldiers threw 
down their tools, took up their arms, and rushed at 
their emperor, stabbing him to death. 


Sons of war 
The army was back in power. It elected Carus, a 
high-ranking officer, to wear the purple. Before he set 
off to wage war against the ever threatening Persians, 
Carus named his sons, Carinus and Numerian, as his 
political heirs. Carinus, the older but less capable of 
the two, was elevated to caesar (subordinate ruler), 
while Numerian went with his father on a drive to 
push the Persians back beyond the Tigris. Carus died 
in Mesopotamia, on the verge of victory. Rumors 
spread that he was killed by lightning. Because death 
by lightning was thought to be a sign of the gods’ 
wrath, Numerian’s superstitious troops believed that 
crossing the Tigris would mean certain defeat. The 
soldiers persuaded Numerian to retreat from the very 
brink of victory, bewildering the Persian enemy. 
Numerian remained in the East. Meanwhile, back 
in Rome, Carinus reveled in his new-found privileges 
as co-emperor, abandoning himself to luxury and the 
abuse of his power. He put to death schoolfellows 
who had not sufficiently appreciated his latent great- 
ness and filled the palace with singers, dancers, and 
prostitutes. While his actions stunned the Senate, he 
managed to appease the populace by funding costly 
and spectacular public entertainments. A forest was 
transplanted to the center of the circus arena and then 
stocked with ostriches, stags, and wild boars. In just 
one day, gladiators killed 100 lions, 100 lionesses, 200 
leopards, and 300 bears. At various times the specta- 
tors were able to view zebras, Indian tigers, hyenas, 
elk, a rhinoceros, and, on one memorable occasion, 
22 elephants. Nets to restrain the animals were made 
from gold wire; Carinus gloried in the pageantry and 
in the praises of his subsidized poets. 


In the East, a very strange drama unfolded. Nu- 
merian, supposedly troubled by an affliction of the 
eyes, kept to the darkness of his tent and sent out or- 
ders through his father-in-law, Aper. But a strong 
odor coming from the imperial tent alarmed the sol- 
diers. They broke in and discovered Numerian’s rot- 
ting corpse. Had Aper killed his sovereign or merely 
concealed a natural death because of his own ambi- 
tions? The troops’ candidate for emperor, Diocletian, 


carved about 270, a goatherd sits in his wickerwork shelter, milking a goat. 
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gave a resounding answer. “This man is the murderer 
of Numerian,” he shouted, as Aper stood before him 
in chains, and he quickly plunged a sword into the 
prisoner’s chest. Diocletian prepared for civil war, 
though his army was weakened from campaigns in 
Persia. Indeed his troops were no match for Carinus’ 
armies, but as matters turned out, the Jatter’s own im- 
morality led to a quick resolution—a tribune killed 
Carinus for seducing his wife. 

In 284 Diocletian, the son of freed slaves from 
the province of Dalmatia, became sole ruler of the 
Roman Empire. He had his work cut out for him. 
The preceding years of military rule had wrecked the 
political and economic stability of the state. 
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Diocletian and the tetrarchy 

One thing was clear to Diocletian: the empire was too 
large a burden for one man. He formed the tetrarchy, 
or rule of four, designating his comrade-in-arms and 
friend Maximian as co-augustus in the West. Two 
subordinates, called caesars, were appointed to serve 
under them: Constantius was named to administer 
Gaul, Spain, and Britain; Galerius would manage the 
forces on the Danube. In a bold move, Diocletian 
sealed the loyalties of his colleagues by insisting they 
dismiss their wives and marry women of imperial 
families. Constantius abandoned Helena, the mother 
of his son Constantine (a future emperor), and mar- 
ried the daughter of Maximian. Galerius repudiated 
his wife to marry Diocletian’s daughter. 

Constantius brought Britain back into the empire 
after a 10-year separation, while Maximian subdued 
rebellious nomads in western Africa, and Diocletian 
crushed a revolt in Egypt. In the East, Galerius de- 
feated the Persians. Meanwhile, Diocletian had every 
aspect of empire, civilian and military, divided into 
East and West, an administrative reform that eventu- 
ally led to completely separate empires. 

Peace reigned, at last; the tetrarchy was working. 
Now Diocletian could attend to economic reform. 
The economy was in shambles; excessive taxes and 
inflation had all but wiped out the middle and upper 
classes, the financial backbone of the empire. Many 
citizens chose to abandon their homes and farms rath- 
er than pay their oppressive tax bills. Two popular 
questions put to one Egyptian oracle were, “Am I to 
become a beggar?” and “Shall I flee?” Clearly, the tax 
base had to be reformed, especially since the recurring 
plague had caused an estimated decline in population 
from 70 million to 50 million. 

But reforming the tax system proved an impossible 
task for Diocletian. Instead of reform, he planted the 


The emperor Diocletian, top, came to power in 284. He ordered cruel persecutions seeds of serfdom by forcing farmers to keep to their 


of the Christians and then retired to tend a garden at his palace, above. This 


land and craftsmen to their jobs and then legally bind- 
grand estate was at Split in Dalmatia (now part of Yugoslavia). 


ing their sons to continue in their fathers’ footsteps. 
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He issued a wage and price freeze in 301, hoping that 
it would spur production and cut inflation. The policy 
had exactly the opposite effect, calling a permanent 
halt to what little of a free market was still operating. 
The rights and labor of the individual had been com- 
pletely subsumed to the needs of the state. 


Forty years of Christian expansion 

From about 260 to 300, Christians enjoyed relative 
peace and even a certain amount of prosperity. A half 
century later, the church historian Eusebius of Caesa- 
rea wrote that during this period there was ‘“‘clemency 
of emperors toward our brethren.” Indeed, Christians 
were becoming leaders in trade and government. The 
faith began to spread rapidly. Entire towns in Asia 
Minor, particularly in Phrygia, became Christian. 
Conversions were especially numerous in some com- 
munities where a large number of Jews lived or had 
long exercised cultural influence. Rome alone now 
numbered at least 20 churches, and the congregations 
had been organized into seven districts. 

The empire itself was partly responsible for helping 
to spread the faith. While the soldier-emperors ruled, 
the state was too impoverished to offer assistance to 
citizens in need, such as the orphaned and elderly. 
Continuing the Jewish tradition of caring for the 
needy, Christians provided relief for them. Later, 
during the fourth century, the last pagan emperor, 
Julian, acknowledged that it was “benevolence to 
strangers, their care for the graves of the dead, and the 
pretended holiness of their lives that have done most 
to increase atheism [Christianity].” 

In addition to doing good works, Christians strove 
to imitate the love of Jesus in their personal lives. 
Their piety made a striking contrast to the widespread 
corruption of the army and the oppressive greed of 
the emperors. The soldier-emperors were so intent on 
squeezing the last drachma in taxes out of the more 
prosperous cities that thousands of people fled to the 
countryside, where they converted to Christianity. 


Divergent versions of the New Testament 

By the time Diocletian had become emperor in 284, 
there were an estimated 5 million Christians through- 
out the empire. As their message spread to diverse 
ethnic groups, the text of what was called the Novum 
Testamentum, or the New Testament, began to take 
on distinct local characteristics. Year after year, as the 
original Greek texts were copied and recopied, hun- 
dreds of variations crept into the wording. Some were 
simply the errors inevitable in hand-copying—a line 
omitted, a misspelling, or a word written twice. Still 
others arose from faulty judgment by scribes, who 
perhaps attempted to correct what they thought were 
problems of grammar or poor style. A few efforts 
were made to harmonize similar passages in 
different Gospels, such as adding phrases to 
the Lord’s Prayer in the Gospel of Luke in 
order to make it agree with the more well- 
known form of the prayer in Matthew. 

In the third century there were two ma- 
jor versions of New Testament writings. 
One, usually called the Alexandrian 
Text, was most common around the 
eastern Mediterranean. The second, 
called the Western Text, was used 
widely in Italy, Gaul, and North Africa. 
Though most differences between the 
two were small, some major variations 
did arise. In the Western Text, for ex- 
ample, Acts is almost 10 percent longer 
than in the Alexandrian and includes in- 
teresting details that are missing in the 
other text. When Paul lectures in Ephe- 
sus, for instance, the Western Text notes 
the number of hours that he spoke, 
while the Alexandrian Text does not. 

Near the end of the third century 
an attempt was made to overcome 
these differences. Lucian, a presby- 
ter in the Antioch church, prepared a 


Recognizing that the 
Roman Empire was far too 
large for any one man to 
rule, Diocletian devised the 
tetrarchy, or four-man 
rule. In this fourth-century 
statue from St. Mark’s 
in Venice, Diocletian is the 
one standing second from 
right, clasping his co- 
augustus, Maximian; the 
caesars Constantius and 

Galerius stand on 

the left. 
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Gregory (right), known as the Illuminator of 
the Armenians, in about 301 converted the 

ruler of Armenia, who in turn made Christianity 
the country’s official religion. To help spread the 
word, an Armenian alphabet was created; 

the example above is from the opening page of a 
10th-century illuminated Gospel of Luke. 
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revision of the New Testament that smoothed out 
many variations in the texts available to him. Often 
when Lucian found two or more variant phrases, he 
did not try to decide which was original but included 
them both. Most scholars consider Lucian’s revision 
further from the original wording of the New Testa- 
ment than any of its predecessors. It quickly became 
popular because of its eloquent language and its har- 
monization of divergent passages. During the fourth 
century, Lucian’s version, now known as the “Byzan- 
tine Text,” or “Received Text,” became the over- 
whelming favorite of the church. It provided the basis 
for such important modern translations as the King 


James version. Since the late 19th century, however, 
translations of the New Testament have been primari- 
ly based on a return to the earlier Alexandrian Text. 


Armenia, the first Christian state 

According to Armenian tradition, an infant named 
Gregory, who was born around 240, was spirited 
away to safety just before his Parthian family was 
massacred for involvement in the assassination of 
King Khosrov I of Armenia. Gregory was raised as a 
Christian in Cappadocia in Asia Minor. Later, he 
married a Christian woman and returned to Armenia 
to serve at the court of King Tiridates III. 

Gregory’s zealous espousal of Christian teaching 
and his refusal to sacrifice to a local goddess outraged 
the king. He ordered that Gregory be tortured and 
then hurled into the Khor Virap, a deep pit reeking 
with the noxious fumes of rotting corpses. Miracu- 
lously, Gregory survived inside the pit for some 13 
years, and was released finally in the hope that he 
could cure the king of a grave illness. Gregory healed 
his sovereign and then converted him, along with his 
family and the entire army. Gregory went further, de- 
stroying major pagan shrines throughout Armenia 
and setting up crosses in their place. 

Around 315, Gregory was ordained a bishop. As 
legend has it, he then baptized the whole Armenian 
nation. Thus, Armenia became the first Christian 
state in history. Under Gregory’s guidance, numer- 
ous churches were built and monasteries established. 
When his work was done, he turned the bishopric 
over to his younger son and retired to the wilderness. 
He is remembered today as Gregory the Illuminator 
and is the patron saint of Armenia. 


Paul of Samosata 

While Christians were enjoying positions of impor- 
tance within the empire, one man was attempting to 
combine worldly and ecclesiastical power. He was 
Paul of Samosata, bishop of Antioch from 260 to 268, 


when it was part of Queen Zenobia’s kingdom. At 
the same time, he was also the queen’s chief finance 
minister and was accused of having amassed a fortune 
in bribes. This bishop outraged people by encourag- 
ing applause during his sermons and by having choirs 
of women sing psalms of praise specifically to him. 
Worst of all, Paul preached that Jesus was “an ordi- 
nary man,” though uniquely inspired and “anointed,” 
when the divine Word came and rested on him. He 
would not allow his congregation to sing hymns to 
“our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

The church felt compelled to act against one of their 
own. A synod of bishops condemned Paul in 268, 
charging him with financial misconduct and heresy 
for teaching that Jesus was only man and not God. 
But the synod’s request for Paul’s removal went un- 
heeded. Paul’s protectress, Zenobia, refused to ac- 
knowledge the church’s authority. Not until Aurelian 
finally defeated Zenobia in 272 were the synod’s de- 
mands granted. The emperor’s action proved the 
growing importance of the Christian church in Ro- 
man affairs. Aurelian banished Paul from Antioch and 
turned his church over to the orthodox bishops. 


Plotinus, a pagan mystic 

In the midst of the political upheavals and intellectual 
uncertainty of the third century, one man shone with 
such wisdom that many Romans considered him their 
spiritual director. He was Plotinus, a philosopher who 
reconciled the 600-year-old teachings of Plato with 
certain mystical ideas current in his own time. Plotinus’ 
synthesis of these streams of thought is called Neo- 
platonism, a philosphy that became a source of in- 
spiration to Christian philosophers for centuries to 
come. Plotinus believed that the highest principle is 
the One, which encompasses all being and nonbeing. 
It is an immaterial force that overflows into progres- 
sively lower levels of existence. The first level is the 
“.vorld-mind,” the second, the “world-soul,” and the 
third, the level of individual souls. 


In some ways his view of the One was similar to 
the Christian conception of the Trinity. He main- 
tained that the ultimate goal of human souls is to re- 
unite with the One by contemplation, a belief that 
was echoed throughout the ages by leading Christian 
thinkers, such as Augustine and Thomas Aquinas. 

Born around 205, Plotinus studied for 11 years in 
Alexandria with the Platonist philosopher Ammonius 
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In Armenia many churches are dedicated to St. Gregory. The one shown 
here was built in the 13th century in the old Armenian capital of Ani (near the 


modern-day border of Turkey and the Soviet Union). 
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Mithras, originally a Persian god of light, 
embodied all the virtues a Roman soldier 
hoped to attain. He was an undefeated war- 
rior, a keen hunter, and an able horseman. 
More important, he adhered to a code of 
self-discipline and honorable conduct. 

Although earliest evidence of Mithraism 
in the Roman world dates to 67 B.C., it was 
during the first century A.D. that Mithras 
began to attract a large following among 
soldiers. A significant number of shrines in 
ports and commercial centers indicates that 
he also had devotees in the merchant and 
commercial classes. By the third century, 
Mithraism was probably the most wide- 
spread mystery religion in the empire. 

Despite Mithraism’s popularity, little is 
known about its rituals, for initiates were 
sworn to secrecy. The art and inscriptions 
found in numerous Mithraic shrines, how- 
ever, do help to shed some light on the 
nature of this mysterious god. 

According to the Mithraic myth, the sun 
god commanded Mithras to slay a great 
bull. Mithras hunted, captured, and then 
dragged the beast to a cave, where he reluc- 
tantly sacrificed it. From this feat, Mithras 
created the world; for when the blood of 
the dying bull spilled on the earth, life 
sprang forth. An inscription in a Mithraic 
shrine in Rome says: “You saved us by 
having shed the eternal blood.” 

Paintings and reliefs of the slaying depict 
grain sprouting from the bull’s tail, sym- 
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Devotion to Mithras 


bolizing Mithras’ bringing of life to the 
earth. The force of evil, however, is also 
present: a scorpion tries to drink the bull’s 
blood. It does not succeed, and good is tn- 
umphant over evil. After this great deed, 
the sun god and Mithras shared a sacred 
meal consisting of the bull’s meat and 
blood. Mithras then ascended to the heav- 
ens in the sun god’s chariot. The two deities 
are often portrayed shaking hands. 


In the third century, Mithraism was a leading 
pagan religion. Mithras is shown here in a marble 
relief surrounded by signs of the zodiac. 


His worshipers believed that Mithras 
granted spiritual salvation and an eternal af- 
terlife, but initiation was not easy or open 
to all. Women were excluded, while men 
who participated were perhaps subjected to 
some frightening experiences. It is thought 
that those being inducted were often blind- 
folded and possibly branded. Initiation 
took place in shrines that were constructed 
to resemble caves, recalling the place where 
Mithras slew the bull. Baptism was also a 
feature of the ritual, as was a ceremonial 
meal of bread and wine, in remembrance 
of the feast of meat and blood shared by 
Mithras and the sun god. 

Once admitted, Mithras’ followers 
worked on developing spiritual and moral 
discipline. All aspired to ascend through 
the seven ranks of spiritual growth. The 
highest rank was that of “father.” If fol- 
lowers reached the top level, then they 
could enter paradise at their death. 

Christian writers, such as Justin Martyr 
and Tertullian, were vehemently opposed 
to Mithraism. They viewed the Mithraic 
“eucharist” and baptism as diabolically 
inspired parodies of Christian practices. 

In the fourth century, Mithraism faded. 
Like many pagan religions, it tended to ab- 
sorb other deities. Moreover, Mithraism 
had no organization beyond the local level, 
and it became diluted by regional varia- 
tions. Contributing to its demise also was 
competition with Christianity. 


Saccas, who earlier had taught Origen, the Christian 
scholar and theologian (see pages 158-161). Little is 
known of Ammonius, who guided two of the best 
minds of the second and third centuries. However, it 
can be assumed that this great teacher strongly en- 
couraged Plotinus’ quest for spiritual truth, Plotinus 
had heard tell of the wisdom of Indian and Persian 
sages, and in 243 he used connections to travel with an 
imperial expedition on its way to invade Persia. The 
spiritual quest turned into a dangerous mission, and 
Plotinus barely escaped with his life. 

A year later Plotinus settled in Rome, where his 
brilliance was attested to by all who heard him speak. 
He won the admiration of the emperor Gallienus and 
his wife, Salonina. Plotinus tried, without success, to 
persuade the emperor to construct a city whose inhab- 
itants would live according to Plato’s Laws. 

A mystic by nature, Plotinus strove throughout his 
life to experience the unknowable One, which he also 
called the Good. To that end, he worked to keep him- 
self spiritually pure, much as the desert fathers had 
done. According to Porphyry of Tyre, his student 
and biographer, Plotinus lived an ascetic life and went 
repeatedly without sleep in order to spend the night 
meditating. This was a practice that he called “the 
prayer of quiet.” For his efforts, Porphyry reports in 
The Life of Plotinus, the philosopher was rewarded 
with a mystical union with the One, no less than four 
times. To achieve that union, Plotinus believed that 
the individual must exert both intellectual and moral 
effort. Reunion does not require the grace of God, as 
taught in Christian mysticism; rather it can be 
achieved by understanding and will. 

During his mature years, Plotinus devoted energy 
to refuting what he saw as one of the biggest enemies 
of philosophy—namely dualism, which he believed 
impeded the understanding of the One. (Dualism is 
the name given to theories that incorporate two op- 
posing principles of the universe, such as good and 
evil or light and darkness.) Plotinus wrote down his 


thoughts in a collection titled the Enneads. One of the 
essays in the Enneads is directed against the dualism of 
the Gnostics (see pages 129-131). Plotinus fervently 
believed that all of the universe emanated from God, 
and he disagreed with the Gnostics, who preached 
that the universe was divided into realms of light and 
dark. Moreover, Plotinus was against the Gnostics for 
reviling the body as evil, for such arguments make 
men hate what he considered to be a natural, albeit 
inferior, part of the universe. 


Porphyry, a fierce critic of the church 

When Plotinus died in 270, his mantle went to his 
most gifted pupil, Porphyry. A devoted student of 
Neoplatonism, Porphyry lacked Plotinus’ creativity, 
but he was a remarkable scholar who became a force- 
ful opponent of Christianity. 

Porphyry was more prolific than his teacher and 
wrote a diatribe, Against the Christians, in which he 
pointed out inconsistencies between the New Testa- 
ment books. He argued that their stories were mainly 
fantasy. How else could one explain such conflicting 
accounts as those of the death of Judas Iscariot given in 
Matthew and in Acts? (In Matthew, Judas hangs him- 
self; in Acts, he falls down and bursts open.) Porphyry 
thought that to convert to faith in Jesus was a “barbar- 
ian adventure.” He admitted, though, that trying to 
reconvert a Christian to paganism was more difficult 
than writing letters upon the surface of the water, 
where the liquid closed over each stroke. 

Nonetheless, Porphyry impressed many Chris- 
tians, for he was one of the few pagan intellectuals to 
demonstrate an interest in the Bible. His theological 
questions were straightforward and effective: What 
will the resurrected body actually be like? What about 
the souls of people who lived before Jesus and had no 
opportunity to believe? In the end, Porphyry and his 
philosophy receded from center stage, but his work 
had to be answered and refuted by educated Chris- 
tians. It sparked responses in a number of Christian 


Plotinus was a Neoplatonic 
philosopher who often spent 
entire nights in deep contem- 
plation over the divine principle 
that he called the One. When 
he died at the age of 66, after a 
long, painful illness, his last 
words were to a close friend: 
“TI was waiting for you, before 
the divine principle in me 
departs to unite itself with the 
divine in the universe.” 
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apologists. His treatise, Against the Christians, was still 
considered so powerful 150 years later that a Christian 
emperor had his writings burned. 


Lactantius, a staunch defender of the faith 

Try as they might, pagan philosophers could not dis- 
credit Christianity, for Christian scholars were just as 
resolute in its defense. Lactantius, known as the 
Christian Cicero for his mastery of Latin rhetoric, was 
the first Latin author systematically to refute pagan- 
ism in favor of Christianity. In 303, when Diocletian 
began his persecutions, Lactantius was dismissed 
from his post as teacher of rhetoric and began writing 
several commentaries and histories of the time. He 
lived in poverty until Constantine, the first Christian 
emperor, appointed him as tutor to his son Crispus. 
Lactantius’ principal works eloquently attack pagan 
writing on morals and theology while explaining the 
Christian point of view. 

Lactantius addressed issues, such as divine justice, 
that were widely discussed by pagan intellectuals. He 
asserted that all men have the right to make their own 
religious judgments and to inquire freely after the 
truth. One of his few surviving prose works, On the 
Deaths of the Persecutors, is a history showing God’s 
wrath against tormentors of Christians. Beginning 
with Nero, who died by his own hand, Lactantius ar- 
gued that all who had persecuted Jesus’ followers had 
died a horrible death. 

The apologist is also remembered for a remarkable 
and moving symbolic poem, “The Phoenix.” The 
myth of the phoenix, which appeared in Egyptian as 
well as Greek and Latin literature, concerns an Eastern 
bird that lives for as long as a thousand years, dies in 
flames, then rises again from its own ashes. This sym- 
bol of rebirth was adopted by early Christians to stand 
for the Resurrection of Jesus and for their own. One 
writer cited the tale in relation to John 10:18: “I have 
power to lay it [my life] down, and... to take it 
again.” In Jewish lore, the phoenix earned long life by 


refusing to eat the forbidden fruit in Eden. According 
to tradition, Eve had successfully tempted all of the 
other animals in the garden, except for the phoenix. 


Her body, destroyed ... grows warm, and 
the heat itself gives birth to a flame, and from 
the ethereal light afar off it conceives fire; 

it blazes, and, when scorched, it dissolves 
into ashes . . . nature stirs up, and it has 
effect like to that of seed. Hence an animal is 
said to arise... . and the phoenix sprouts 


forth when the shell has broken. 


Lactantius was the first one to write a poem devoted 
to the myth. His aim, as understood from the above 
fragment, was to portray the promise of Jesus. 


Catacombs, early Christian cemeteries 

From the middle of the second century onward, an 
increase in Christian converts is partly confirmed by 
the large number of Christian catacombs, or under- 
ground burial sites, they created. The dead entombed 
in 42 catacombs around Rome alone have been esti- 
mated at up to 750,000 laid in 60 to 90 miles of tunnels 
along the Appian Way and other major roads sur- 
rounding the city. They were located there because a 
law forbade burying the dead inside the city walls. 

On the Italian peninsula such burial places existed as 
early as the sixth century B.c. and have been found 
throughout the Mediterranean area. But they became 
especially popular in the second and third centuries 
A.D., when suburban land prices were costly. A cer- 
tain type of rock in the vicinity of Rome lent itself to 
fairly easy tunneling, yet it was sturdy enough to sup- 
port multiple layers, which, of course, could accom- 
modate more burial sites per acre. 

Cremation had been practiced since the beginning 
of imperial times, but Christians, like many Jews, 
preferred burial because they hoped for resurrection 
after death. In fact, cemetery comes from the Christian 
use of the Greek word koimeterion, which means 


“bedchamber.” So that even the poor could have a 
proper burial, wealthy Christians began to share 
family crypts with their brethren during the second 
century. A number of catacombs are named for these 
generous patrons, who often had their vaults richly 
decorated. The church took on the responsibility for 
burials in the third century, making the land available 
and specifying that costs be kept nominal. Profession- 
als, called diggers, usually did the tunneling and deco- 
rating. An ideal site was a low, wide hil, which could 
be entered from the base. If the excavations began at 
ground level, a long stairway had to be dug. 

As the burial sites of favorite martyrs drew large 
crowds to certain catacombs for memorial services, 
vents were provided to let in light and air from the 
surface. People vied for the prestige of being buried 
near a martyr’s tomb, probably hoping to share in the 
bliss of the martyr in the next life. By the ninth centu- 
ry, most of the martyrs’ remains had been moved to 
churches in Rome because of repeated raids of the 
tombs by barbarian invaders. The catacombs were 
then forgotten until rediscovered in the 16th century. 


Diocletian the despot 
By 300, Diocletian had succeeded in restoring the 
peace, as well as Rome’s reputation. To awaken a rev- 
erence for authority in a government riddled with 
corruption, he adopted an imperious, semidivine style 
of governing. He ignored the Senate, began wearing a 
diadem set with pearls, and ordered all visitors to 
prostrate themselves on the floor in his presence. 
Diocletian had always venerated the state’s tradi- 
tional gods, choosing Jupiter, chief god of Rome's 
pantheon, as his own personal protector. The emper- 
or was so resolute in his paganism that he issued an 
edict in 295 stating, “The Roman empire has attained 
its present greatness by the favor of all deities only 
because it has protected all its laws with wise religious 
observance and concern for morality.” Those that he 
considered to be acting immorally, such as the follow- 


ers of the prophet Mani (see pages 167-169), were 
arrested and sentenced to hard labor in the mines. 
In the beginning of his reign, Diocletian was some- 
what tolerant of Christians. From his palace in his 
new capital of Nicomedia (modern Izmit, Turkey), 
he looked out upon a Christian basilica on the adjacent 
hill. Reportedly, his wife and daughter, along with 
many of his personal retinue, sympathized with those 
who professed belief in Jesus. Perhaps also the large 


numbers of Christians serving in the government and 
Continued on page 204 


wt <e ANE ? - ; : 
psi. ne: Fee a te eg at ge pe 


The phoenix, a mythical bird that rose from its ashes, was considered a Christian 
symbol of resurrection. The magnificent sixth-century mosaic of the phoenix, above, 
adoms the apse of the Church of SS. Cosmas and Damian in Rome. 
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The Roman catacombs consisted of long, narrow galleries, or tunnels, with rectangular 
niches carved on both sides. A typical example is the Catacomb of Priscilla, above. Mourners 


traditionally placed vases of perfume and terra-cotta lamps above the crypts of the deceased. 


Geometric patterns and floral garlands, painted by diggers, mark 
the entrance to a funeral chamber in the Catacomb of Pamphilus. 

The figure of the Good Shepherd, a favorite representation of 
Jesus, is shown (upside down) at the top of the vault. 


This third-century fresco of a basket of bread 


and fish graces the crypt of Lucina in the 
Catacomb of Callistus. The bread and fish 


probably represent the miracle of the loaves and 
Jishes, a precursor of the eucharistic meal. 
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Christian crypts in the catacombs were often decorated with pictures like this one 


of Jesus performing the miracle of the loaves. He is shown here using a special rod. 
The scene was painted sometime in the late third century. 


military stayed his hand. Diocletian’s tolerance, how- 
ever, was not shared by the other members of his 
tetrarchy. His caesar in the East, Galerius, was fiercely 
anti-Christian. In 297 Galerius had won a decisive vic- 
tory over the Persians and subsequently had declared 
himself a son of Mars, the god of war. He believed 
that the enemy would never have gained strength in 
the first place if the gods had not been angry because 
they were not being universally worshiped through- 
out the Roman Empire. Because Christians refused to 
pay homage to the state gods, he concluded that they 
were hostile to the empire. 

Galerius’ notions finally hit their mark during a sac- 
rifice in 298. Both he and Diocletian were watching as 
the priests ritually killed the animals and examined 


their livers for marks that would interpret the future. 
Much to Diocletian’s embarrassment, the priests 
failed to find any signs. The augurs blamed it on the 
presence of nonbelievers. According to Lactantius, 
who recorded the fateful event, some in the court had 
noticed that Christians in attendance had made the 
sign of the cross. Upon hearing this, Diocletian was 
so infuriated, he ordered all present to make a sacrifice 
to the gods or be flogged. Moreover, he demanded 
that every soldier do the same or be discharged. 


An even greater test of faith 

Diocletian managed to put the troubling incident 
behind him but not Galerius. He began to insist that 
Christians be vigorously suppressed. Diocletian be- 
lieved that violence, however well meant, would only 
harm the empire. Nonetheless, he sent an augur to ask 
the oracle of Apollo at Didyma for guidance. The ora- 
cle’s enigmatic reply was, “The just upon earth stand 
in the way of his speaking the truth.” A priest at court 
told Diocletian that “the just” meant Christians. Dio- 
cletian was assured that the oracle approved of the 
suppression of Christianity; he sided with Galerius 
and issued the first of a series of edicts that would 
shatter the Christian community for the next decade. 

On February 23, 303, Diocletian ordered that the 
church he had viewed for so many years be razed and 
its copies of sacred writings burned. An official edict, 
posted the next day, stated that churches were to be 
demolished throughout the empire and all Christian 
books burned. Those followers of the faith who held 
power were no longer protected, for the edict also dis- 
missed all Christians from public office. 

Some of the faithful attempted to protest but were 
brutally silenced. When one bold Christian ripped 
down a copy of the edict posted in the forum of Nico- 
media, he was captured and tortured. An unexplained 
fire in Diocletian’s palace gave Galerius cause to blame 
Christians, but Diocletian held back until a second fire 
broke out two weeks later. Apparently feeling pushed 


to the extreme, he ordered the entire imperial court, 
including his wife and daughter, to offer sacrifice. Some 
Christian chamberlains refused and were martyred. 

More horrors were to come. A second edict, issued 
several months later, condemned all Christian clergy 
to prison. The jails became so full that a third edict 
followed shortly thereafter ordering Christian prison- 
ers to make sacrifice and then be freed. 

According to Eusebius, some church leaders did 
lapse, “hiding disgracefully in one place or another.” 
Others, however, proved so stubborn that frustrated 
officials physically coerced them to act out the letter of 
the law and make a sacrifice. In his Martyrs of Palestine, 
Eusebius recorded the lengths to which the govern- 
ment went to have the ordinance carried out: “Thus, 
in the case of one man, others held him fast by both 
hands, brought him to the altar, and let fall on it out 
of his nght hand the polluted and accursed sacrifice: 
then he was dismissed.” 

Those Christians who handed over copies of Scrip- 
ture were branded traditores (Latin for “traitors.”) In 
North Africa, 47 church members, who insisted upon 
worshiping despite the ban, were imprisoned. Their 
bishop, however, was considered a traitor for allow- 
ing church Scriptures to be burned. All 47 died of 
starvation but not before agreeing that all ecclesiastics 
who allowed secular authorities to destroy the Bible 
would be condemned to eternal damnation. 


Council of Elvira 

In the West, where many Christians were spared, the 
issue of Christian discipline burned intensely. A coun- 
cil of 45 Spanish clergy met probably sometime 
around 310 in Elvira, a town in southern Spain. This 
small group set down the church’s first known rules 
of discipline. The canons from the Council of Elvira 
list the offense and the ensuing punishment. One of 
the few means of punishment open to the church at 
that time was excommunication, or denying a mem- 
ber the right to partake of the Eucharist. For example, 


the council determined that the sin of heresy barred a 
reformed penitent from sharing the Eucharist for 10 
years. The graver sins of adultery, incest, and false ac- 
cusation that caused the accused’s death, however, 
called for sterner punishment—permanent excom- 
munication. The Spanish clergy ruled that the sinner 
was not allowed to take communion, “even at the 
last.” For the first time, the last rites, which invoke 
God to confer everlasting life, were used as a threat. 
The threat of explusion was also wielded. The 
Council of Elvira was the first on record to order 
members of the clergy “to abstain completely from 
their wives and not to have children.” Those who dis- 
obeyed this rule were deposed from their office. 


Zealots for paganism 

In the winter of 303, Diocletian fell ill. Some histori- 
ans believe that he suffered a nervous breakdown; 
others speculate that he had a lingering infection. 
Whatever the ailment, Diocletian left many imperial 
duties in the hands of Galerius, who took the oppor- 
tunity to issue the harshest edict of all against the 
Christians. Written in 304, it commanded all men, 
women, and children to sacrifice to the pagan gods, 
on pain of death. Many lives were lost. In the East, 
particularly, thousands of Christians were killed. In 
Phrygia, an entire Christian town was destroyed and 
its inhabitants burned to death for refusing to deny 
their faith and sacrifice to pagan idols. 

Diocletian did recover from his malady, but for 
reasons that still mystify historians, he decided to 
retire. After ruling the empire for two decades, he 
now became the first emperor to abdicate voluntarily. 
At his urging, Maximian retired with him in 305. 

While the persecutions continued for another seven 
years, Diocletian lived peacefully in his retirement pal- 
ace on the Adriatic, in present-day Split, Yugoslavia 
(much of the building is still standing). According to a 
famous anecdote, Diocletian was once urged by Maxi- 
mian to return to power, but he replied that he had 
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succeeded in growing very good cabbages in his gar- 
den and did not wish to forgo his pleasure in them for 
the demands of the imperial court. 

Despite Diocletian’s retirement, his edicts contin- 
ued to inflict widespread harm and misery. Galerius 
was now master of the state and, more important, the 
military commander in the East. His first act was to 
overrule the old tetrarchy by refusing to permit the 
sons of Constantius and Maximian (Constantine and 
Maxentius) to become a part of the new tetrarchy. In- 
stead, Galerius chose his nephew, Maximinus Daia, 
and a fellow officer, named Severus, as his caesars. 
Constantius, who had been promoted to augustus in 
the West, reluctantly approved. 

According to Eusebius, who recorded much of the 
persecution, Maximinus Daia proved to be as zealous 
a pagan as his uncle Galerius. His first order was to 
repair pagan temples and appoint priests to serve in 
them. He went so far as to offer tax exemptions to 
cities that helped persecute Christians in their midst. 

In 306 Maximinus Daia extended the reign of terror 
to the provinces. Everyone, regardless of age or sex, 
was ordered to sacrifice at the temples. Those who 
refused were to be killed. The emperor was intent on 
bringing Christians back to the pagan fold. But their 
resistance was so firm that he commuted the death 
penalty to mutilation and forced labor in mines and 
quarries. Soon the stone quarries of Egypt were so 
crowded with Christian convicts that many were sent 
along to the copper mines of southern Palestine. 


The crumbling tetrarchy 

The tetrarchy, Diocletian’s creation to ensure political 
stability, was weakening from within. Mistrustful of 
Constantius in the West, Galerius had kept Constan- 
tius’ son and heir, the ambitious Constantine, more or 
less under house arrest in his court in the East. But the 
wily young man gave the slip to the emperor’s guards 
and rode night and day to Gaul, joining his father be- 
fore a military foray into Britain. The armies of the 


West were devoted to Constantius, for he was upright 
and humane. His brave son, Constantine, earned his 
own share of their loyalty. When Constantius died in 
306, the army urged the title of augustus, or full em- 
peror, upon his son, but Constantine knew that 
would mean war with Galerius; he chose the lesser 
title of caesar, for the time being. 

Severus had been promoted to augustus; when he 
died in 307, Maximinus Daia no doubt assumed that 
Galerius would now promote him to augustus in the 
West, but instead Galerius appointed Licinius, his old 
friend and brother-in-law. At news of this slight, both 
Constantine and Maximinus Daia proclaimed them- 
selves augusti in the West. Galerius could no longer 
contain the ambitions of his colleagues. 

Maximinus Daia continued his fanatic paganism, 
ordering that all food sold in the markets be sprinkled 
with blood from the sacrifices and that everyone, in- 
cluding babes in arms, be forced to taste the sacrificed 
meat. From this, even the pagans shrank in disgust. 

In the spring of 311, fate took an unexpected turn. 
Galerius developed a painful malady. He began to fear 
that he had angered the God of the Christians. At his 
wife’s urging, he issued in April 311 an edict of tolera- 
tion. It granted “henceforth that Christians should ex- 
ist and restore their assemblies, provided they do 
nothing against good order.” In return, Galerius 
hoped, “they will be bound to entreat their god for 
our well-being.” At last there was peace and all Chris- 
tian prisoners were freed. The proclamation closed 
with yet another request for Christian prayers for the 
emperor. Galerius died within a week after issuing his 
decree. With his death, the empire would now go to 
the man who could claim it first. 

Constantine was in the north warring against the 
Franks. Maxentius, the son of Maximian, took con- 
trol of Italy, while Maximinus Daia raced to the prize 
territory, Asia Minor, and claimed its capital, Nico- 
media, thus ousting Licinius, who subsequently 
teamed up with Constantine. By 312, the Roman 
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When Constantine defeated 
Maxentius at the Battle of the 
Milvian Bridge in 312, he 
turned the tide of history. In 
this ninth-century illumination, 
Constantine is crossing the 
historic bridge toward Rome. A 
cross hovers in the background, 
a testament to Constantine’s 
vision of Christ’s support and 
power that insured his victory. 
Four of the original arches 

of the Ponte Milvio (as the 
bridge is known in Italian) still 
stand today, as seen below. 


Empire was poised on the brink of civil war. The two 
great hallmarks of Diocletian’s reign, the tetrarchy 
and the persecution, had failed. Four men were now 
fighting to rule the empire. To better their individual 
chances, Maximinus Daia and Maxentius conspired 
against Constantine and Licinius. 


“In this sign, conquer” 

Anticipating his rivals, Constantine crossed the Alps 
in 312 and sped his troops toward Rome with such 
disciplined rigor that one historian compared his 
advance with Julius Caesar’s momentous march after 
crossing the Rubicon River. Heavily outnumbered, 
the forces of Constantine charged the imperial army 
of Maxentius on October 28 at Saxa Rubra (“Red 
Rocks”), a site some nine miles north of Rome. Max- 
entius was forced to fight with his back to the Tiber 
River, where the only retreat possible was over the 


In Constantine’s hands the magical Chi- 
Rho monogram, which he had perceived in 
a vision at a turning point in his life, became 
an emblem of Christianity’s triumph over 
paganism. Constantine believed that this 
symbol, formed from the first two letters 
(X and P) in the Greek spelling of the name 
Christ (XPIZTOX), had the power both to 
inspire and protect. —_ 

The Chi-Rho emblem became popular 
among Christians during the fourth and 
fifth centuries. It was carved into the walls 
of the catacombs and figured in wall paint- 
ings, floor mosaics, lamps, goblets, vases, 
wedding rings, coins, and amulets. As an 
abbreviation for “Christ,” it was also used 
in manuscripts and inscriptions. By the late 
Middle Ages, the Chi-Rho was being re- 


Ancient “Christograms” 


placed by the Latin letters IHS, a partial 
transliteration of the first three letters of 
Jesus’ name in Greek (IHZOY2). 

The letters IHS have been thought to 
stand for a number of other names and 
phrases as well. Drawing on the Constan- 
tine legend, many people have believed the 
letters were an abbreviation for the words 


"occurring in Latin-language accounts of the 


emperor’s vision on the eve of the battle of 
the Milvian Bridge: “In hoc signo [vinces],” 
or “In this sign, [you will conquer].” Some 
others have thought that the IHS stands for 
the Latin phrase Iesus Hominum Salvator, 
“Jesus, savior of mankind.” IHS has beena —@ 
dominant Christogram in the church from Geen 
the 15th century to the present; it frequent- 
ly appears in religious art. 


The Chi-Rho sign, with the 
and omega, is a symbol for Christ. 


narrow Milvian Bridge. Before committing himself 
to battle, Maxentius consulted the Sibylline books, 
oracular texts that were said to predict the future. The 
entry for October 28 read: “On this day, the enemy of 
Rome shall perish.” Maxentius declared this a good 
omen and prepared to fight, certain that the gods 
were granting him victory. 

As Constantine made ready for battle, according to 
various reports he had a dream, or possibly a vision, 
in which he saw an unusual sign in the heavens and 
heard the Greek words En toutoi nika (“in this [sign], 
conquer”). The sign incorporated the first two letters 
of the name Chnist in Greek: chi (X) and rho (P). On 
the eve of battle, Constantine made a new imperial 
standard, or labarum, bearing the sign of a P fixed in 
the center of an X, and ordered his men to emblazon 
the same symbol on their shields. Constantine carried 
the new standard during the fight and was victorious. 


His men routed Maxentius’ armies, forcing them to 
retreat across the Milvian Bridge into Rome. Thou- 
sands of the soldiers, including Maxentius himself, 
perished in the waters of the Tiber. 

Constantine’s victory over Maxentius changed the 
course of history, for while Christianity was still a 
minority religion, it had symbolically triumphed over 
paganism. Property confiscated from churches during 
the persecution was ordered returned to them. When 
Maximinus Daia died later that year, Constantine 
consolidated the peace with Licinius, now augustus in 
the East, by giving him Constantine’s half-sister in 
marriage. One of the first actions of the new master of 
the West was to join Licinius in issuing the Edict of 
Milan in 313, which not only confirmed the religious 
toleration of Christians announced by Galerius but 
also extended it to include adherents of all faiths. A 
new era of Western civilization was dawning. 
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Chapter Seven 
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_= THY KINGDOM 
COME 


The unthinkable had happened. Rome’s new 
co-emperor Constantine supported Christianity! Soon the 
church, under his patronage, would forge a lasting creed. 
Pagans would fight back but in vain. 
Meanwhile, a New Rome would arise in the East. 


\ X Fith the peace of Constantine, many Christians no doubt hoped, as 
their imperial champion did, that a golden age was at hand. In keeping 
BA with such longings, Constantine came to feel, in the second decade of 
} his rule, that his new Christian empire should have a new capital city. He chose 
~. the small Greek seaport of Byzantium (present-day Istanbul, Turkey) for its site. 
2. It was one of the most ambitious urban renewal projects in history. In a span of 
about six years, from 324 to 330, little Byzantium underwent major changes in 
its transformation from modest seaport to metropolis. Under Constantine’s di- 
rection an army of artisans descended on the city to work on scores of projects, 
from a basilica to an imperial palace to a newly enlarged hippodrome. On the 
triangle of land that served as the crossroads of Europe and Asia, Nova Roma 
(“New Rome”) took shape. Posterity commonly referred to it as Constanti- 
nople (“City of Constantine”). The glittering jewel on the Bosporus eventually 
supplanted Rome as the center of the empire. This story of the shift of power to 
the East dates from the days of Constantine’s rise as emperor. 


“sna oe nes Constantinople, dedicated in 330, was rich with colonnades and 
wi -. statuary. Its main street, the Mese, is shown here leading toward 

ee "a Sin i nage ie the Forum of Constantine, where a statue of the great emperor 
am ee ; himself stands astride a column of porphyry (a purple stone). 
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In this Byzantine painting of Constantine’s triumphal entrance into Rome in 
312, he wears a saint’s halo and is accompanied by a guardian angel with a sword. 


The cross is an anachronism; it did not come into use until later. 
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After his victory at the Milvian Bridge, Constan- 
tine marched triumphantly into Rome on October 29, 
312. The procession most likely wound through the 
city, giving the crowds a chance to catch a rare 
glimpse of their new ruler. One source says that his 
nickname among the people was “Bullneck.” Surviv- 
ing likenesses confirm this; he was built like a wres- 
tler. As in other official processions, Constantine 
would have been flanked by a guard of honor in gilt 
or silver armor and accompanied by silk banners that 
floated balloonlike in the autumn air. That day, after 
passing through the Porta Triumphalis, along the Via 
Sacra, and into the Forum Romanum, Constantine 
met with the Senate, which confirmed him in the rank 
of augustus, or senior emperor. 

Although Constantine had acknowledged God’s 
help in his battle against Maxentius, apparently at first 
he had no exclusive commitment to Christianity. He 
seemed to pick and choose from Christian and pagan 
beliefs. While he no doubt approved when the Senate 
commissioned a statue of him with a Christian sym- 
bol in one hand, he also authorized a medallion that 
attributed his liberation of Rome to the sun god Sol 
Invictus (“Unconquered Sun”). And he retained the 
title of pontifex maximus, or chief priest of the state 
religion. (The popes later adopted the same title.) 

Why did Constantine champion Christianity? The 
vision he claimed to have had before the battle at 
the Milvian Bridge possibly made an impression that 
deepened with the telling. Perhaps his mother, Helena, 
a Chnistian convert, had influenced him. It is even 
more likely that Constantine looked on Christianity 
from the standpoint of a pragmatist. He had seen 
Christians defy the odds and survive major persecu- 
tions in his lifetime. Though they were a numerically 
weak minority, Christians had evolved into a strong 
faction throughout the empire. Constantine most 
likely perceived that the church’s extensive network 
could prove an invaluable aid to unifying, and subse- 
quently ruling, a far-flung empire. 


The Edict of Milan 

In February 313 Constantine met with his co-emperor, 
Licinius, in Milan. Much of their meeting seems to 
have been taken up with the issue of Christianity and 
marks a turning point in the history of church-state 
relations. The two emperors dispatched a letter, 
which has come to be known as the Edict of Milan, to 
governors throughout the empire. It ordered that the 
state should give “complete toleration” to anyone 
who had “given up his mind either to the cult of the 
Christians” or one “which he personally feels best for 
himself.” With a stroke of the pen all anti-Christian 
decrees had been revoked, and the era of persecutions 
had come to an end. Now Christians were not only 
free to worship, but their places of worship and other 
church property were to be returned to them. 

Not everyone welcomed the Edict of Milan. Maxi- 
minus Daia, an enemy of Christianity who shared 
command of the East with Licinius, said Christians 
“were to be borne with in a long-suffering and mod- 
erate spirit” and that he valued worship of the pagan 
gods far above the “superstition” of the Christians. 

Angered at Constantine’s promotion to augustus 
and alarmed by the alliance between Constantine and 
Licinius, Maximinus Daia moved against Licinius. Ac- 
cording to legend, on the eve of an important battle, 
Licinius dreamed that an angel dictated to him a prayer 
for victory. Transcripts of the prayer, which could be 
construed as either Christian or pagan, were duly dis- 
tributed. The soldiers recited the prayer before the bat- 
tle and, though outnumbered, emerged victorious. 


The Donatist controversy 

Ever since the great persecution under Diocletian the 
African church had been torn by undercurrents of dis- 
sension. At issue was the status of Christians who had 
weakened during the persecution—and behind that, 
the notion that only people who led blameless lives 
had a right to belong to the church. A powerful fac- 
tion of Christians in North Africa, some of them 


actually eager for martyrdom, branded as “traitors” 
those church members who under duress had handed 
over Scriptures to state authorities to be destroyed. 
More moderate members, often the more well-to-do, 
declared themselves content with clergy who had 
gone into hiding instead of openly defying the state 
authorities. Denunciations and mutual recriminations 
flew back and forth, until things finally came to a head 
in 311 with the election of the moderate clergyman 
Caecilian as bishop of Carthage. 


Measuring about 9 feet high, 
this huge head is one of the few 
remaining fragments from a 
colossal statue of Constantine, 
which may have been a seated 
figure. The statue once stood in 
the Basilica of Constantine in 
Rome. On a coin issued by the 
emperor (above), Constantine 
holds in his right hand the 
labarum, a standard that was 
his victory sign. 
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Constantine had this triumphal arch built in Rome to commemorate his 
victory at the Milvian Bridge. The arch contains sculpture from several earlier 
monuments, possibly an indication of the haste with which it was constructed. 


Opponents of Caecilian, known as Donatists, 
claimed that his election was invalid, since he himself 
had been consecrated by “traitors.” The Donatists, 
mostly from Numidia (in modern Algeria), called a 
synod of 70 bishops and announced that Caecilian had 
been deposed. In his place they ordained Majorinus, 
who died shortly thereafter and was replaced by Dona- 
tus, after whom the movement is named. Caecilian 
and his supporters did not recognize the authority of 
the synod. Thus, Carthage had two bishops, and the 
church was threatened with a full-blown schism. 

Alarmed that Constantine apparently recognized 
Caecilian (in an official letter circulated at the time, the 
emperor referred to “the catholic church over which 
Caecilian presides”), the Donatists took their case to 
the emperor himself. On April 15, 313, they delivered 
a petition that read: “We pray you, most excellent 
emperor . . . whereas there are disputes between us 
and the other bishops in Africa, we pray that your 
piety may order judges to be given to us.” 

Constantine did intervene. “In those provinces 
which divine providence has voluntarily entrusted to 
my devoted self,” the emperor declared, any division 
was unacceptable. He instructed Caecilian to come to 
Rome with 10 bishops who supported him and 10 
Donatist bishops. They could present their case before 
Bishop Miltiades of Rome, himself a native of Ro- 
man Africa, and three bishops from the province of 
Gaul. Miltiades added 15 Italian bishops to the court, 
transforming it into a synod that ruled on matters of 
doctrine. After several days of testimony, the synod 
recognized Caecilian and ruled against Donatus. The 
Donatists did not accept the decision; they asked for a 
new judgment from Constantine. He was dismayed 
by the growing rift but agreed to another hearing. 
This time 33 bishops met in a synod at Arles and again 
ruled against the Donatists. 

Controversy continued to rage as the Donatists re- 
fused to accept the verdict. Riots broke out in North 
Africa, and Donatists who were killed as a result of 


governmental repression were hailed by their breth- 
ren as martyrs. “I shall come to Africa,” Constantine 
announced, “and shall most fully demonstrate . . . as 
much to Caecilian as to those who seem to be against 
him just how the Supreme Deity should be wor- 
shiped.” As these words indicate, the emperor now 
saw himself as more than a secular ruler; he was also 
God’s emissary, empowered to unify his church. 
Constantine never went to Africa. He continued to 
vacillate between the urges to tolerate Donatism and 
to quash it. But in 316 he ruled in favor of Caecilian; 
the following year he not only ordered the confiscation 
of Donatist church property but also exiled the sect’s 


leaders. Only three years after the Edict of Milan, the 
Roman state found itself once again the persecutor but 
this time in the name of Christian orthodoxy. Always 
the voice of the more humble classes, the Donatist 
movement held its ground. Carthage continued to be 
the scene of violent strife as Donatists tenaciously re- 
sisted, many choosing torture, imprisonment, and 
even death rather than submission to the “traitors.” 
Eventually, Constantine gave up in disgust and in 
321 revoked his anti-Donatist edict. He had learned a 
lesson. Abrogating his own Edict of Milan had 
proved futile. Never again would he attempt to 
squash a movement within the church, though, as the 


The left-hand figure is Sol 
Invictus, or the Unconquered 
Sun, the god of the principal 
imperial cult during the century 
preceding Constantine’s reign. 
The similar image to the 

right represents Christ Helios, 
or Jesus as the Sun of 
Righteousness. The latter, also 
dating from before Constantine, 
is itt a mausoleum located 
under St. Peter’s in Rome. The 
church succeeded in defeating 
the cult of the sun god while 

at the same time assimilating 
both his image and his birthday, 
December 25th. That date came 
to be celebrated as the birthday 
of Jesus some time between 

274 and 336. 
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God the Father. He taught that there was “One God 
who is alone unbegotten, alone eternal and alone 
without beginning.” The Son of God, Arius said, was 
himself created and therefore must be subordinate to 
the Father. (“There was a time when he [the Son] was 
not,” is how many summed up the Arian doctrine.) 
In effect, Arius was denying, if not the divinity, at 
least the coeternity of the Son of God, Jesus Christ, in 
order to maintain a basic monotheism. 

Other theologians held that the Son of God comes 
from “God himself,” not “from the nonexistent,” as 
Arius claimed. The Son of God is divine, and not only 
Yes eternal, but eternally begotten, they explained. Alex- 

’ OY Mi, Oe oh BU ad 3 ander, bishop of Alexandria, ordered Arius to stcp 
ap * go" POR . Pa preaching his views. It was too late. The tall, ascetic 

a eer a ie ian Arius, whose skills in philosophical debate were for- 
ae ca : SE ene midable, had won some strong support among the 

In this early book illustration, orthodox Christians flee in a boat that their Arian Christians of Alexandria, including the clergy. In 318, 
persecutors have set on fire. The fourth-century controversy over the teachings of or a little later, a synod of nearly 100 Egyptian and 
Arius caused violence and disruption in the church for many years. Libyan bishops examined Arius’ teachings, con- 
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Arian conflict would soon demonstrate, he was al- 
ways prone to underestimate the scope of sectarian 
disagreements. Constantine had failed in his first at- 
tempt to unify the church, but he had established his 
right as emperor to mediate ecclesiastical disputes. 


The Arian controversy 

While the Donatist controversy was raging in the 
West, another storm was brewing in Alexandria and 
elsewhere in the East. Like Donatism, it threatened 
to split the church; unlike Donatism, it involved a 
basic theological issue—the divinity of Christ. Once 
again, Constantine found himself embroiled in a 
heated debate within the church. 

At the center of this debate was Arius, an intelli- 
gent, independent, and popular presbyter in Alexan- 
dria. Like his predecessor Origen and other Christian 
theologians, Arius differed with numerous believers 
over the nature of the Son of God and his relation to 


demned him as a heretic, and excommunicated him. 

Arius was undaunted. He gained support for his 
views from Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea, Eusebius, 
bishop of Nicomedia, and others. Just as Donatism 
had split the Western church, Arianism threatened to 
divide the East into two theological camps. 


Constantine’s showdown with Licinius 

Divisions within the church were not Constantine’s 
only worry. The alliance between him and Licinius 
had been tamished by mutual distrust and even out- 
right warring. As early as 314 the two had clashed 
over control of Italy. That dispute settled by arms, 
there followed five or six years of amicable relations. 
But Licinius’ growing mistreatment of Christians 
drove a wedge into the alliance. Licinius in 320 with- 
drew his favor from the Christians, who, he suspect- 
ed, owed their loyalty to Constantine rather than to 
himself. Throughout the empire’s Eastern territories, 
he prohibited church synods (only at such gatherings 


could new bishops be consecrated), forbade women 
and men to worship together, and, for what he said 
were public health reasons, decreed that Christians 
could not meet in churches within a city; they must 
worship outdoors, beyond the walls. Bishops were 
imprisoned; church buildings were closed and even 
destroyed. Licinius also mandated a pagan sacrifice to 
qualify for civil service, effectively barring Christians. 

Licinius’ persecution of Christians gave Constan- 
tine an excuse to move against his co-emperor and to 
realize a long-cherished goal, total domination of the 
empire. When Constantine marched into Thrace to 
attack bands of marauding Goths in January 323, Li- 
cinius accused him of violating his territory. The die 
was cast; civil war was declared. Constantine treated 
it more like a holy war than a civil war. He enlisted 
the aid of Christian bishops and brought with him a 
private chapel for use during the campaign. An elite 
guard of 50 soldiers was entrusted with Constantine’s 
Christian military standard, the labarum. They were 
instructed to bring it wherever danger threatened. Ac- 
cording to Eusebius, no soldier who ever carried it 
during a battle was killed. 

Constantine marshaled 130,000 troops, Licinius, 
165,000. The war began in 324, when the two armies 
clashed at Adrianople (modern Edirne, Turkey). Al- 
though outnumbered, Constantine’s troops fought 
valiantly and defeated their opponents. Byzantium fell 
to Constantine, and at Chrysopolis, on September 18, 
the war was decided after Licinius’ troops were deci- 
mated. Constantine spared his brother-in-law at first 
but later ordered his execution. 
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Arius’ doctrine of Christ’s relation to God the 
Father holds that Christ was at once less 

than God but more than man. This early painting 
of Jesus’ baptism represents the Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit. 
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Part of an ancient wall still 
stands in Nicaea, capital of the 
Roman province of Bithynia 

it what is now northwest 
Turkey. Shaped in a square, the 
city was built by Greeks about 
the time of Alexander the 
Great. In Roman times Nicaea 
was a major commercial center 
at the junction of several 
important roads. 


The road to Nicaea 
Constantine had won his civil war, but religious unity 
would prove to be a more elusive goal. Chief among 
the troubles was the Arian controversy. Constantine 
was determined to end it as fast as he could. At first he 
accused Arius and Alexander of arguing merely for 
the sake of arguing. In a letter. to them he called the 
controversy “perfectly inconsequential and quite un- 
worthy.” Obviously, Constantine did not grasp the 
complexity of the theological issues. He did wish that 
they could be speedily resolved, however. “Give me 
back peaceful nights and days without care,” he 
wrote, “that I too may keep some pleasure in the pure 
light and the joy of a tranquil life henceforth.” 
Constantine dispatched his letter to Alexander and 
Arius in the care of his ecclesiastical counselor, Os- 
sius, the bishop of Cordoba. In 312, after suffering in 
the persecution under Maximian, Ossius had joined 
Constantine’s court and reportedly played a major 
role in his conversion to Chnistianity. 


After delivering the emperor’s somewhat conde- 
scending letter and investigating the matter firsthand, 
Ossius decided to ally himself with Bishop Alexander 
against Arius. He attended, and perhaps presided 
over, asynod in Antioch that issued a declaration con- 
demning Arius and his followers. At the same meet- 
ing Eusebius of Caesarea was excommunicated for his 
qualified support of Arius; the dispute showed no 
signs of abating. It had spread from Alexandria into 
Palestine, Syria, and Asia Minor. No longer could 
Constantine term it “inconsequential.” 

To settle the controversy, in 325 Constantine sum- 
moned bishops and their representatives to join him at 
what would be the first—and most famous—general 
council in the history of the Christian church, the 
Council of Nicaea. Messengers were dispatched from 
Rome to bishops in every corner of the empire with 
Constantine’s summons to “assemble... without 
delay in anything” at a small city in Bithynia with an 
agreeable climate (modern Iznik in northwestern Tur- 


key). This choice of venue would enable Constantine 
to “be near to watch and take part in the proceed- 
ings,” as he put it in his summons. The message was 
one of urgency, and envoys were offered free use of 
public conveyances to go to the council (a privilege 
that soon became common practice). 

More than 200 answered the call. Only a scattering 
of representatives came from the West. (For the next 
several centuries, controversies in which the nature of 
Christ was at issue proved to be a peculiarly Eastern, 
in other words, Greek, preoccupation.) Pleading poor 
health, Bishop Sylvester of Rome sent two envoys to 
represent him. Besides Ossius of Cordoba and Caeci- 
lian of Carthage, the two or three other Westerners 
who came were outnumbered by the delegation from 
Egypt, by the 100 or so from Asia Minor, and by 
some 20 from Palestine; but they were sufficient to 
make the Council of Nicaea the first true ecumenical 
council of the Christian church. 

All leading scholars and theologians of the Eastern 
Empire came, including Eusebius of Caesarea (the fu- 
ture church historian), Eusebius of Nicomedia (the 
powerful Arian bishop who occasionally served as 
Constantine’s adviser), Alexander of Alexandria, and 
Marcellus of Ancyra (modern Ankara). Some, such as 
Eusebius of Nicomedia, were, and would remain in 
spite of the way they voted in Nicaea, sympathetic to 
Arius’ views. However, most of the delegates were 
simple servants of the church, conservative and per~ 
haps anti-intellectual, or at least mistrustful of change. 
Some bore the title of “confessor,” bestowed upon 
them for their sufferings under persecution. 


The Council of Nicaea in 325 laid the groundwork 
for the Nicene Creed, a statement of belief still 
accepted by members of the Roman Catholic, Eastern 
Orthodox, and some Protestant churches. The 
figure reclining in the foreground and holding his ears 
is Arius. Over his shoulder is a scroll identifying 
him as one who fought against God. 


The Council of Nicaea 

On a late spring morning in 325 the bishops filled the 
great hall of Nicaea’s imperial residence. Waiting for 
the emperor, they took their places, which were as- 
signed according to rank, on benches that ran down 
both sides of the hall. Ata sign, all rose, and Constan- 
tine, now about 45 years old, entered, wrapped in his 
imperial robes. He must have cut an impressive fig- 
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This page from an Ethiopian Bible depicts the nativity of Jesus, whose divinity 

was debated at the Council of Nicaea. The Ethiopian (Abyssinian) Church was 


founded by Frumentius, a_foe of Arianism, early in the fourth century. 


ure, with his broad shoulders, firm jaw, and manly 
bearing. Without guards, he walked to a small gilded 
chair in the middle of the hall and invited the bishops 
to be seated. With equal deference, the bishops indi- 
cated that the emperor should have precedence in sit- 
ting down. To resolve the predicament, everyone sat 
down simultaneously. 

There are no surviving contemporary descriptions 
of the proceedings at the Council of Nicaea. Accord- 
ing to later accounts, however, feelings over the Anan 
question ran high, and debate was acrimonious. Some 
bishops held their hands over their ears when Arius 
spoke. Constantine himself reportedly referred later 
to Arius as “that shameless servant of the Devil” and 
to the theology of his own adviser and Arian sympa- 
thizer, Eusebius of Nicomedia, as “drunken railing.” 
Did the emperor lose his temper during the actual ses- 
sions at Nicaea? It is easy to imagine him absenting 
himself, yet the sources say that he stuck out all two 
months of meetings to the end. 

At this distance in time, the theological issue in the 
Arian controversy may seem to have been merely a 
matter of semantics. But in fact it touched the very 
heart of Christianity at a moment when the church 
was struggling to satisfy two distinct needs. On the 
one hand, the church had given the world a monothe- 
istic religion available to everybody; on the other 
hand, it distinguished itself clearly from Judaism by its 
belief in the divinity of Christ. How divine was he? If 
he was fully divine, were there not two Gods? Or, 
counting the Holy Spirit, three Gods? 

Arius was so much a monotheist that, in his eager- 
ness to preserve the singularity of God the Father, he 
felt he had to deny something—not divinity exactly, 
but coeternity—to Christ the Son. The classic Arian 
formula was: “If the Father begat the Son, he that was 
begotten had a beginning of existence; hence it is clear 
that there was a time when the Son was not. It follows 
then of necessity that he had his existence from the 
non-existent.” That is, Christ, unlike God, came 


from nothing; hence, the Son was subordinate to the 
Father. To many church members who, like Arius 
himself, had embraced the notion of a Jesus born of 
the Virgin Mary, resurrected from the dead, and risen 
to sit at the right hand of the Father, this view seemed 
both reasonable and scriptural, while to others it was 
not just wrongheaded, it was outright heresy. 

In an attempt to walk a middle line between fac- 
tions, Eusebius of Caesarea offered a baptismal creed 
that had long been traditional in Palestine and Syria. 
This creed went in part as follows: 


We believe in one God, the Father, almighty, the maker 
of all things visible and invisible. And in one Lord Jesus 
Christ, the Word of God, God from God, light from light, 
life from life, only-begotten Son, first-born of all creation, 
begotten from the Father before all the ages, by whom also 
all things were made, who for our salvation was made flesh 
and lived among men, and suffered, and rose again the third 
day, and ascended to the Father, and will come again in 
glory to judge the living and the dead. And we believe also 
in one Holy Spirit. 


While Constantine approved of this profession of 
faith, many bishops who had come to Nicaea for the 
express purpose of condemning Arianism complained 
that it seemed to incorporate both the orthodox and 
Arian views. Indeed, the Arian bishops found nothing 
in it they could not subscribe to. So the conservative 
side demanded a creed that clearly excluded Arius’ 
ideas. The solution came from an unexpected quarter. 


Constantine’s decisive intervention 

Could not the creed be amended to include the word 
homoousios (“consubstantial,” or “of the same sub- 
stance”), Constantine suggested, when describing the 
relationship of the Father to the Son? It was a loaded 
(and already much debated) word, which had been 
used by certain third-century Christians who were 
condemned for denying the Trinity. There was also 
widespread popular opposition to the term because it 


was not in the Scriptures. Putting it forward in this 
way was not only audacious on Constantine’s part but 
a deft political move, for no matter what else Arians 
were ready to tolerate in a conciliar creed, this term, 
in particular, Arius himself had rejected in his recent 
formal declaration of faith. So the great advantage of 
this word, from the standpoint of anti-Arians, the 
majority at Nicaea, was that it was absolutely unac- 
ceptable to Arians. 

Eventually, no doubt due to the emperor’s prestige 
and powers of persuasion as well as the threat of ex- 
communication, all but Arius and two of the council’s 
bishops went along with Constantine’s suggestion. 
The final version read: 


We believe in one God, the Father, almighty, maker of 
all things visible and invisible; 

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, only- 
begotten from the Father, that is, from the substance of the 
Father, God from God, light from light, true God from true 
God, begotten not made, of one substance [homoousios] 
with the Father, through whom all things came into being, 
things in heaven and things on earth, who for us men and for 
our salvation came down and became flesh, becoming man, 
suffered and rose again on the third day, ascended into heav- 
en, and will come to judge the living and the dead; 

And in the Holy Spirit. But as for those who say, 
“There was when he was not,” and “Before being born he 
was not,” and that he came into existence out of nothing, or 
who assert that the Son of God is of a different reality or 
substance, or is subject to alteration or change—these the 
catholic and apostolic church anathematizes. 


This last sentence contains four anathemas, or ec- 
clesiastical condemnations, against four of the major 
Arian tenets. It was for this kind of statement that the 
anti-Arian bishops had been holding out. Even if they 
had doubts about Constantine’s homoousios, they must 
have been pleased with the anathemas. 

Though the Arian controversy continued to fester, 
the Council of Nicaea had set a historic precedent as 
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Battle over an 1: Homoousios or Homoioustos? 


Are God the Father and God the Son “identi- 
cal” or only “similar?” This question so vexed 
the conscience of fourth-century Christians 
that it became a burning political issue and re- 
mained so for the next several hundred years. 
Bishop Gregory of Nyssa described the situa- 
tion in Constantinople in 378: “In this city if 


Arians 


you ask anyone for change, he will discuss 
with you whether the Son is begotten or un- 
begotten. If you ask about the quality of 
bread, you will receive the answer that ‘the 
Father is greater, the Sonis less.’ ” The Coun- 
cil of Constantinople, convened by Emperor 
Theodosius I in 381 in order to unite the 


church, was destined to set the course for 
Christian orthodoxy down to modern times. 
For it was there that the Nicene Creed took its 
present form, thus resolving a struggle among 
four contending parties. Here is a thumbnail 
sketch of the contenders at Constantinople 
and their respective positions. 


Cappadocians 


Watchword: “dissimilar” (anomoios) 


Beliefs: God the Father and God the 
Son are dissimilar in essence. The Son 
is divine but not fully divine. Because 
the Son was begotten by the Father, 
there must have been a time when the 
Son did not exist. The Son is subject to 
the Father, and the Holy Spirit is sub- 
ject to the Son. 


Advocates: Arius himself and a power- 
ful group of Eastern bishops, including 
Constantine’s Arian adviser, Eusebius 
of Nicomedia, all of whom were op- 
posed to the Nicaean doctrine of identi- 
cal substance because, in their view, it 
obliterated the distinction between 
God the Father and God the Son. 


Developments: Arianism flourished in 
the East until Theodosius [ presided 
over its demise at the Council of Con- 
stantinople in 381. By that time it had 
been transmitted to the Goths north of 
the Danube by their first bishop, Wul- 
fila, an Arian. Goths later brought Ari- 
anism to the West, where it remained 
an obstacle to religious unity for the 
next 400 years. 


Watchword: “similar” (homoios) 


Beliefs: The Son is similar to the Father 
but not in all things. He is not a “crea- 
ture” of God in the way that angels and 
mankind are defined as “creatures.” 
The word homoousios (“‘ofidentical sub- 
stance”) used by the Nicaeans is wrong 
because it is not in the Bible. The word 
homoios (“similar”) is in the Bible and 
therefore acceptable. Semi-Arians also 
used the term homoiousios (“of like sub- 
stance”) for Father and Son. 


Advocates: Emperor Constantius 
(reigned 353-361) and several promi- 
nent bishops led by Basil of Ancyra. 


Developments: Synods in Sirmium 
(357), Ariminum (359), and Selencia 
(also 359) put this party in a controlling 
position in both East and West for a 
few years. This was the fateful period 
of which Jerome was to comment ret- 
rospectively that “the whole world 
groaned in astonishment to find itself 
Arian.” The semi-Arians remained in- 
fluential until 381, although the victory 
of orthodoxy at the Council of Con- 
stantinople was partly thanks to Semi- 
Arian backing of the Cappadocians, 
who were on the winning side. 


Watchword: “of identical substance” 
(homooustous) 


Beliefs: The Father and the Son are of 
identical substance with each other. 
The Son must have full divinity in or- 
der to vanquish evil and save sinners. 


Advocates: Bishop Athanasius of Alex- 
andria, Bishop Hilary of Poitiers, and 
others, especially in the West. The Ni- 
caean party enjoyed strong popular 
support in many places. Constantine 
endorsed the Nicaean side during the 
Council of Nicaea (325) and for a while 
afterward but seems to have spent his 
later years endeavoring to accommo- 
date and reconcile all sides. 


Developments: The Nicaean party was 
vindicated at Constantinople in 381, 
thanks in part to the backing of The- 
odosius I, and then again in 451 at the 
Council of Chalcedon. Eastern and 
Western churches remained divided on 
some issues, but the Nicene Creed, as 
put forth by the Nicaeans and their 
neo-Nicaean allies, the Cappadocians, 
has remained a basic article of faith for 
Christians East and West ever since. 


Watchword: “of like substance” 
moiousios) 


(ho- 


Beliefs: Like the Nicaeans, the Cappa- 
docians believed that God the Father 
and God the Son were of identical sub- 
stance; but they also emphasized that 
the Father and the Son were distinct, 
though equally divine—hence their 
term homoiousios, “of like substance.” 


Advocates: Bishop Basil of Caesarea, 
Bishop Gregory of Nyssa, and Bishop 
Gregory of Nazianzus, who were all 
from the province of Cappadocia (in 
present-day Turkey). 


Developments: Cappadocians joined 
forces with Nicaeans in 381 and were 
instrumental in winning over enough 
Eastern bishops to condemn Arian and 
Semi-Arian hold-outs. Homoousios was 
confirmed, but henceforth it was un- 
derstood to mean homoiousious. In oth- 
er words, “of identical substance” 
meant the same as “of like substance.” 
Athanasius’ watchword stuck, but it 
was Eastern theology—holding to the 
separateness of the Son and the Fa- 
ther—that really won out in the end. 


the first ecumenical Christian council. Its decisions 
became church orthodoxy, upon which future gener- 
ations would base their worship. Christianity had, in 
its tnumph over paganism, found its voice, and Con- 
stantine as its official spokesman was more committed 
now than ever to Christianizing the empire. 


How today’s Nicene Creed evolved 

Today’s version of the Nicene Creed, the only Chris- 
tian creed accepted as authoritative by the Roman 
Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Anglican, and major 
Protestant churches, bears a general resemblance to 
the original. Subsequent to the meeting in Nicaea, 
however, it underwent some changes. 

Two other councils were apparently vital to the de- 
velopment of the Nicene Creed as we know it today, 
though details are blurred by the passage of centuries. 
The official proceedings of a council called in 451 at 
Chalcedon refer not only to the fathers who met in 
Nicaea but also to the “150 who met at a later date.” 
Scholars believe the latter is a reference to a council 
that met in Constantinople in 381 to deal with new 
questions that had arisen in the 56 years since Nicaea. 
No one can say if the creed was simply reaffirmed at 
Constantinople or significantly revised, but we do 
know that by 451, when it was promulgated at Chal- 
cedon, the creed was recognizably the one we know 
today. (This version, called the Nicene Creed by most 
people, is referred to by some historians as the 
Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed.) 

The anti-Arian anathemas were gone from the new 
version, so that the creed was unspoiled by any note 
of discord. It had been rewritten to begin with the 
creation and end with the life of the world to come. 
Also there was now a paragraph on the Holy Spirit. 
The only thing added to the creed after Chalcedon 
was the so-called Filioque clause (Latin for “and [from] 
the Son”) to the effect that the Holy Spirit proceeds 
from the Father “and the Son.” This clause represent- 
ed yet another effort to claim full divinity for Christ. 


The clause never took hold in the Eastern churches, 
where it was considered theologically incorrect; but 
otherwise, the version since Chalcedon is identical 
with what is now known as the Nicene Creed. 


We believe in one God, the Father, almighty, maker of 
heaven and earth, of all things visible and invisible; 

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, be- 
gotten from the Father before all ages, light from light, true 
God from true God, begotten not made, of one substance 
[homoousios] with the Father, through whom all things 
came into being, who for us men and for our salvation came 
down from heaven, and became flesh from the Holy Spirit 
and the Virgin Mary and became man, and was crucified for 
our sake under Pontius Pilate, and suffered and was buried, 
and rose again on the third day according to the Scriptures, 
and ascended into the heavens, and sits on the right hand of 
the Father, and will come again with glory to judge the liv- 
ing and the dead, of whose kingdom there will be no end; 

And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and life-giver, who 
proceeds from the Father [and the Son (Filioque)], who 
with the Father and the Son is worshiped and glorified, who 
spoke through the prophets; and in one, holy, catholic and 
apostolic church. We confess one baptism for the remission of 
sins; we look forward to the resurrection of the dead and the 
life of the world to come. Amen. 


The creed is used by Western churches in the eucha- 
ristic liturgy and for both baptism and the Eucharist in 
Eastern churches. Its concise, elegant phrases have 
echoed Christian faith throughout the ages. 


After Nicaea 

“For the decision of three hundred bishops must be 
considered no other than the judgment of God,” is the 
way Constantine grandly described the resolutions 
made at the Council of Nicaea. Before long, though, 
he realized that not everyone agreed with his estima- 
tion of the recently concluded council. A month or so 
after the council, he learned that Eusebius, bishop of 
Nicomedia, had served communion to the excommu- 
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The combative Athanasius 
was bishop of Alexandria for 
many of the years between 328 
and 373. He was reportedly 
once asked, “How is the Son 
equal to the Father?” He replied, 
“Like the sight of two eyes.” 
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nicated Arius and was conspiring with Theognis of 
Nicaea and other Arians. Enraged, Constantine exiled 
both bishops, then, for reasons unknown, reconsid- 
ered and decided to make up with the very men who 
had opposed him at Nicaea. 

Some historians believe that the emperor was influ- 
enced by his mother, half-sister, and sister-in-law, all 
of whom were pro-Arian. Whatever the reason, in an 
attempt to bring Arius back into the fold, Constantine 
gave him a chance to repent. In a letter to the bishop 
of Alexandria, Constantine explained how Arius had 
agreed. “I tell you that Arius, the Arius, came to me, 
the Augustus, on the recommendation of many per- 
sons, promising that he believed about our Catholic 
Faith what was decided and confirmed at the Council 
of Nicaea.” Satisfied that Arius was truly sincere, 
Constantine reassembled the Council of Nicaea in 
327, readmitted him, and, for good measure, restored 
Eusebius and Theognis to their bishoprics. 


Eusebius of Nicomedia 

Not to be confused with his colleague Eusebius of 
Caesarea, Eusebius of Nicomedia played a pivotal role 
in events surrounding the Council of Nicaea. His in- 
fluence with Constantine’s family made him a power 
behind the throne. It was he who nearly single- 
handedly turned what had been an Egyptian dispute 
over Arius into a worldwide controversy, and it was 
he who set in motion the political machinery that led 
Constantine to summon the bishops to Nicaea. His 
actions were to reverberate for centuries. 

Born in Syria to an upper-class family, Eusebius 
had studied in Antioch, where he was a classmate of 
Arius. The two youths were star pupils of Lucian, the 
school’s founder and a Bible scholar whose extensive 
editing of the New Testament formed a major base of 
the text that has come down to us today. Theological- 
ly, Lucian was a follower of Origen, and like Origen 
he held that the Son was subordinate to the Father. 
Lucian suffered martyrdom in Nicomedia in 312. 


This image from a medieval book of hours illustrates the 
orthodox Trinitarian concept of God in three persons, associated 
with Athanasius and the creed once attributed to him. The 
Athanasian Creed is still used by some Western Christians. 


Six years after Lucian died, Eusebius was made the 
bishop of Nicomedia (present-day Izmit, Turkey). He 
enjoyed high favor in the entourage of Licinius at this 
time. Licinius’ wife, Constantia, a half-sister of Con- 
stantine, was his particular friend and protector. 
When Licinius was defeated by Constantine in 324, 
Eusebius owed his own survival to the protection of 
Constantia. He soon won Constantine’s confidence, 
and one of the first matters he took up with him was 
the plight of his friend Arius. The Council of Nicaea 
the following year was in part the result of Eusebius’ 
lobbying with the emperor. 

At Nicaea Eusebius campaigned aggressively on 
behalf of Arius and signed the creedal statement only 
under coercion from Constantine himself. Within 
three months he had repudiated his signature and been 
exiled to Gaul. Three years later, he offered a retrac- 
tion and was restored to his see in Nicomedia and to 
his influential position in the imperial court. 

When in 337 Constantine realized he was dying, it 
was Eusebius of Nicomedia who baptized him. In 339 
Eusebius was made bishop of Constantinople, a big 
promotion that made him, an avowed Arian, one of 
the most powerful church leaders alive. Eusebius sur- 
vived his emperor by only four years. In 341, the year 
of his death, Eusebius consecrated the 30-year-old 
Wulfila, a missionary to the Goths of Dacia, north of 
the Danube, as first bishop of the Goths. This act had 
far-reaching consequences, for when the descendants 
of Wulfila’s followers invaded the West three genera- 
tions later, they took Wulfila’s Arianism with them, 
and it constituted a major stumbling block to Chris- 
tian unity until the time of Charlemagne. 


Athanasius, pillar of Nicene orthodoxy 

While Constantine wishfully imagined that he had at 
last united the Eastern church and quieted the contro- 
versy over Arianism, there was no evidence to sup- 
port this. Indeed, in spite of the agreements reached at 
the two Councils of Nicaea, the church was racked by 


feuding, recriminations, and downright treachery. 
Arianism divided the Eastern church as bishops 
turned against one another, often mounting intricate 
intrigues to promote their theological viewpoints. To 
win the day, or just to survive, churchmen needed 
both a theologian’s wisdom and a politician’s savvy. 
One man who possessed both qualities was Athana- 
sius, a passionate native of Alexandria and a staunch 
anti-Arian. Athanasius entered the clergy at about 17, 
was ordained a deacon some six years later, and 
served as secretary to Bishop Alexander. Like Alexan- 
der, Athanasius criticized the Arians for their attack 
on the full divinity of Christ and was a firm backer of 
the creed of Nicaea. Shortly after Alexander’s death, 
Athanasius was installed as bishop of Alexandria. 
While his appointment was opposed by the Arians, 
Athanasius’ supporters hailed him as “an upright 
man, and a virtuous, a good Christian, an ascetic.” 

Over the many years of his episcopate Athanasius 
displayed a single-mindedness that earned him much 
opposition. He was incapable of compromise and be- 
lieved that anyone who disagreed with him was not 
only wrong but also evil. In his lifelong battle against 
Arianism, he never shied away from conflict with 
anyone who sided with Arius, even the emperor him- 
self. Constantine wrote threatening to depose and ex- 
ile him if he did not agree to readmit Arius to the 
church. But the stalwart Athanasius never wavered in 
his defense of the full divinity of Christ. Mankind had 
no chance for redemption, he believed, if Christ was 
less than fully divine. 

The position of Athanasius and his supporters on 
the nature of Christ did not permit any compromise; 
they steadfastly upheld the “faith of Nicaea.” But their 
opponents’ views were not so simply stated. Outside 
Egypt most bishops in the Eastern church believed in 
the divinity of the Son but rejected Nicaea’s “of the 
same substance,” or “consubstantial” (homoousios) 
concept, claiming that this term erased all distinction 
between the Father and the Son. Others, such as Euse- 
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bius of Nicomedia, rejected it in favor of the term “of 
like substance” (homoiousios) and held that there was a 
definite separation between God and Christ. (The two 
Greek words were so similar, even though they had 
dissimilar meanings, that the 18th-century historian 
Edward Gibbon commented that “the profane of ev- 
ery age have derided the furious contests which the dif- 
ference of a single diphthong excited between the 
Homoousians and the Homoiousians.”) 

In an attempt to topple Athanasius, Eusebius and 
his supporters allied themselves with the Melitians (a 
splinter group who believed they had been victimized 
by Athanasius) and even went so far as to accuse him 
of murdering a Melitian bishop and using the corpse 
for black magic. Even when Athanasius produced the 
“victim” alive and well in court, the Melitians said 
“he had used his magic arts to fool men’s eyes.” Un- 
fazed, they produced other charges: that he had tried 
to levy a tax on Egyptians to buy his priests linen 
vestments; that he had defiled a Melitian church by 
smashing the eucharistic chalice; even that he had 
raped a woman. The woman was unable to recognize 
him in court, so her testimony was discounted. No 
doubt the charges were made because Athanasius had 
been autocratic in his dealings with dissenters in his 
church. Constantine called for a full ecclesiastical 
council in 335 at Tyre, where the pro-Arian faction 
succeeded in having Athanasius deposed. His fortunes 
rose and fell over the next several decades—he en- 
dured, for example, five periods of exile—but for his 
courage in standing against Arianism he is considered 
one of the Fathers of the Church. 


Eusebius of Caesarea 

Eusebius of Caesarea, who signed the Council of Ni- 
caea’s creed in 325 but then wrote to his own church 
apologizing for it, is remembered more as the “father 
of church history” than for his role in the Arian con- 
troversy. His Ecclesiastical History is one of our most 
important sources of information about the church. 


Born about 260 in Palestine, Eusebius was baptized 
in Caesarea, where he studied under Pamphilus, a 
scholar-priest who trained him in the tradition of Ori- 
gen. During the persecutions that began in 303, Euse- 
bius saw his beloved teacher martyred, churches 
razed, and holy books burned. The violence of the 
persecutions moved him to begin work on his first 
book, the Chronicle, a summary of universal history 
beginning with the creation. 

Much of Eusebius’ writing was intended to defend 
Christianity. In his Preparation for the Gospel, he ex- 
plained the nature of Christianity for “those who 
know not what it means,” in other words, pagans. A 
principal object of the book was to show why Chris- 
tians accept the Hebrew religious tradition while, at 
the same time, rejecting the Greek. 

About 315 Eusebius became bishop of Caesarea. 
Over the decade prior to the Council of Nicaea, he 
had supported Arius and was eventually summoned 
to Antioch on charges of Arianism. Perhaps to clear 
his name he later accepted, though with reluctance, 
the emperor’s insertion of the term homoousios, or 
“consubstantial,” into the revision of a creed formu- 
lated at Nicaea. (The reason for Eusebius’ reluctance 
to endorse the term was that it appears nowhere in the 
Bible; he strongly doubted the propriety of using 
non-Scriptural language, especially language tainted 
by previous heretical usage, in a formal statement of 
faith concerning the nature of the Deity.) Subsequent- 
ly Eusebius was prominent as a leader of the moderate 
party in the debate on the full divinity of Christ. 

Over the 12 years following the Council of Nicaea, 
Eusebius apparently enjoyed Constantine’s favor. In 
331 he was offered the bishopric of Antioch, where 
some six years earlier he had been summoned on 
charges of heresy, but he refused the appointment. In 
335 he attended the Council of Tyre. Soon after this, 
he was summoned by Constantine to assist in the ad- 
judication of the charges against Athanasius. In several 
of his writings Eusebius provides a sort of outline of 


the Constantinian state, especially as regards the rela- 
tionship between church and state. The emperor, he 
explains, can claim God as his source of strength and 
can rule on earth as the representative of God. 
None of Eusebius’ works rival in importance his 
Ecclesiastical History. The book’s scope is very ambi- 
tious. As he noted, “I am the first to venture on such a 
project. . . . I have failed to find any clear footprints 
of those who have gone this way before me; only faint 
traces.” Eusebius’ history of Christianity is an uncriti- 
cal chronicle of the church’s triumph over conflict. 
Like all his writings, the Ecclesiastical History is heavy 
going. He is verbose and relies heavily on quotations 
from earlier writers. But this fault has made his work 
all the more important to modern historians, as his 
citations are the sole source for many otherwise van- 
ished authors. In all, Eusebius’ work endures as an 
invaluable view of Christianity’s first footsteps. 


Division of East and West 
Constantine’s decision to move the capital from 
Rome to Byzantium (Constantinople) was based on a 
variety of factors. First, Rome itself was no longer the 
administrative capital of the empire; administration 
moved with the emperor. Nicomedia, for example, 
had served as headquarters for Diocletian, Galerius, 
and Licinius. Constantine himself had settled for a 
while in Serdica (present-day Sofia, Bulgaria) and was 
even reputed to have claimed, “Serdica is my Rome.” 
Furthermore, Rome’s role as the economic hub of the 
empire was being usurped by such Eastern cities as 
Sirmium, Aquileia, Nicomedia, and Thessalonica, 
which had prospered from bustling trade routes. 
Religion also influenced his decision. Constantine 
was disgusted with the pagan sacrifices that Romans 
had made at his 20th-anniversary celebrations in 326. 
By building a new imperial city, he could create a pre- 
dominantly Christian capital, something pagan Rome 
would seemingly never become. After considering 
and rejecting several Eastern cities, including Jerusa- 
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lem and Nicomedia, the emperor traveled to Troy, 
the ancient city immortalized by Homer. According 
to legend, after Constantine had laid out the city’s 
boundaries and work had begun, God spoke to him 
and bade him choose another site for Nova Roma. 
Constantine later explained that he chose Byzantium 
for his new capital “on the command of God.” 
Byzantium’s location also made it a natural choice. 
Set on a promontory at the southwestern outlet of the 
Black Sea, this triangle of land dominated the sea route 
to the Mediterranean. It also served as a transit point 
for the land routes between Asia and the Eastern Em- 


pire. Ivory, silk, cotton, jewels, spices, and other such 
Continued on page 231 


The prolific Bishop Eusebius 
of Caesarea is remembered 
mainly for his Ecclesiastical 
History, his Life of Constantin: 
and his Preparation for the 
Gospel. Eusebius also drew up 
a set of charts, the Canon 
Tables, that cross-reference 
corresponding passages in the 
four Gospels. On the fragment 
ofa canon table, left, the face 
near the top represents an 
unidentified Apostle, This 
manuscript was probably made 
for an imperial collection 

in Constantinople sometime 
between 600 and 700. 
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This wooden door from 
St. Sabina’s in Rome, 
dating from the early fifth 
century, is the oldest 
sculptural representation 
of the Crucifixion. It 

is probable that realistic 
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probably from Syria, is 
adomed with the 
Christian cross and dates 
from late Roman to 
early Byzantine times. 
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Ina textile from Coptic Egypt, woven during Roman times, 
the figure of an equilateral cross within a circle is adapted from 
a very ancient non-Christian sign that some think originally 
symbolized the four winds or the sun. 


goods enriched the city’s merchants. It was also a 
natural fortress, protected on three sides by water and 
approachable by sea only after passing through outer 
defenses in the straits of the Bosporus and the Helles- 
pont. Its protected harbor, the Golden Horn (named 
for its shape and the riches that regularly stood on its 
docks), offered a safe haven to war fleets as well as 
trading ships and could easily be defended in case of 
attack. Unlike Rome, the city was also convenient to 
two of the empire’s major fronts—the Persian fron- 
tier to the east and the Danube to the north. 

It may have been shortly after his victory over Li- 
cinius in late 324 that Constantine and his engineers 
visited Byzantium and laid out the boundaries for the 
new capital. He moved the city’s walls a mile and a 
half farther to the west, more than quadrupling the 
urban area. Architects, smiths, cabinetmakers, marble 
workers, mosaicists, masons, gilders, glaziers, and 
others were enticed—and in some cases ordered—to 
Byzantium to carry out the emperor’s plan. No ex- 
pense was spared in the construction. On Constan- 
tine’s orders, statues and other works of art, bronze 
doors, and marble columns were removed from pa- 
gan temples throughout the empire and shipped to 
Constantinople. The streets were decorated with 
fountains and porticoes; the massive public baths were 
adorned with scores of marble and bronze statues. All 
but a few of Byzantium’s temples were razed, and 
statues of the gods were recarved or used to omament 
a new building or plaza. A temple to Aphrodite was 
torn down and replaced with the Church of the Holy 
Apostles, a basilica that contained effigies of the 
Twelve Apostles and a sarcophagus for Constantine, 
who was represented as the “the thirteenth Apostle.” 

Other churches rose throughout the city. Symbols 
and relics associated with biblical and church history 
multiplied on all sides. In the Forum of Constantine, 
at the base of a column supporting a statue of himself 
portrayed as the sun god, Constantine buried an ob- 
ject purported to be the ax Noah used to build the ark 
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For almost 1,000 years, 
until its capture by Turks in 
1453, Constantinople was 
the economic, political, and 
intellectual hub of the late 


Roman and Byzantine world. 


This intriguing overview of 
the ancient city was painted 
early in the 16th century. 
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and the jar supposed to have held the ointment with 
which Mary Magdalene anointed the feet of Christ. 
Further, to confer upon the New Rome some of the 
apostolic sanctity that Old Rome derived from the 
tombs of Peter and Paul, Constantine ordered that rel- 
ics of Andrew (legendary Apostle to the Black Sea re- 
gion including Byzantium), Timothy, and Luke be 
brought to Constantinople. 

To populate his new imperial city, Constantine of- 
fered various enticements. Senators who left Rome 
for Byzantium were rewarded with state-supplied 
mansions. Citizens of lower rank who built houses 


for themselves in the new capital were entitled to free 
food distributions. A law required those who held 
crown lands in Asia Minor to build a second home in 
the city. Thousands of others needed no prodding; the 
city quickly bustled with bureaucrats, soldiers, shop- 
keepers, tradesmen, and others drawn to the new seat 
of the empire. In 337 some 50,000 people lived in 
Constantinople; by 400 the population would double, 
and a century later it would reach nearly a million. 
Constantinople was dedicated on May 11, 330. Forty 
days of festivities marked the transformation of Byz- 
antium into the hub of a new Christian empire. 


With the center of the empire now 1,000 miles east 
of Rome, the Western portion was deprived of much 
revenue and manpower that it had previously de- 
manded from the East. Soon it would be vulnerable to 
attacks from its enemies on the upper Danube and the 
Rhine. While the relocation led to more imperial con- 
trol of the Eastern church, it also increased the promi- 
nence of Rome’s bishop. Eventually, the Roman 
church would become the most powerful institution in 
the West. At the same time, Constantinople was pre- 
serving the fruits of Greco-Roman civilization; for 
many centuries the city withstood attacks from nearly 
every front. Long after Rome had been vanquished by 
barbarians, Constantinople was flourishing as the cen- 
ter of the Byzantine Empire. (Historians often refer to 
the Roman Empire in the centuries after the building 
of Constantinople as the Byzantine Empire.) 

While Constantine labored hard to promote Chris- 
tianity, he never lost sight of his role as ruler of all his 
subjects. He once told a group of clerics, “You are the 
bishops of those within the Church, but I would be a 
bishop established by God of those outside it.” Yet his 
alliance with Christianity and the founding of Con- 
stantinople overshadow his other accomplishments. 
He also reorganized the army, made changes in the 
empire’s awkward bureaucracy, and stabilized the cur- 
rency. Given the range of his achievements, there is 
little doubt that he deserves the title posterity has 
bestowed on him, Constantine the Great. He did have 
shortcomings, however. He was extravagant, vulner- 
able to flattery, and often ruthless. He showed the dark 
side of his nature in 326 when he had his wife, Fausta, 
and his eldest son, Crispus, killed for reasons that re- 
main obscure. His greatest political mistake also in- 
volved family. In 335, instead of naming a sole heir, he 
bequeathed the empire to his three remaining sons, 
thus opening the way for jealousy and intrigue. 

Shortly after Easter in 337, Constantine became 
seriously ill. Convinced that his illness was fatal, he 


received baptism from Eusebius of Nicomedia, the 
' Continued on page 236 


Measuring 1,509 by 502 feet, the hippodrome in 
Constantinople had an imperial box that formed 
a miniature palace communicating directly with 
the main palace. At right is an ivory horn 
probably used for the sort of races held in the 
gigantic stadium. It is carved with scenes typical of the 
hippodrome— chariots, horsemen, jugglers, circus animals. 
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The Quest for Holy Relics 


The belief that a possession or the bones of a holy per- 
son can bring special protection or effect a miraculous 
cure is an ancient one. Traditions abound of miracles 
associated with the remains of saintly persons. In the 
church, the cult of relics goes back to the ministry of 
Paul; objects touched by the Apostle reportedly cured 
the sick. From the second century onward, Christians 
held services at martyrs’ graves, in the belief that these 
venerated ones would take special care of those who 
worshiped there. During Constantine’s reign, the cus-~ 
tom began of building churches over martyrs’ graves 
and of placing relics beneath a church’s altar. 

So great became the desire to possess relics that 
graves were opened and saints’ remains were parceled 
out to churches far and wide. In 386 Theodosius I puta 
ban on the disinterment, dismemberment, or trans- 
porting ofany human remains, but the prohibition had 
almost no effect on the spread of relics throughout 
Christendom. In 787 the Second Council of Nicaea, in 
fact, ruled that no new church could be dedicated un- 
less it contained consecrated relics. 

Not only did relics confer a special sanctity on a 
church, they frequently provided income by attracting 
a steady stream of pilgrims. Competition for relics 
eventually led to some decidedly un-Christian behav- 
ior, including relic-napping and trade in fake relics. 
More than one church claimed to possess St. Patrick’s 
bones and John the Baptist’s head. 

Commerce in relics was intense during the Middle 
Ages. The catacombs of Rome were an especially rich 
source of remains. Not only saints’ bones were sold 
but also dust from their tombs and bits of cloth 


This fresco depicts the emperor Constantine 
and his mother, Helena, holding the cross 
of Jesus after Helena’s discovery of the cross 
in Jerusalem. Constantine himself never 
actually visited the Holy Land. 


brought in contact with the tombs. People wore such 
relic fragments inside amulets, rings, and crosses. 
Another not uncommon practice was to seek political 
or military support from a powerful person by pre- 
senting him with the bones ofa much venerated saint. 

Many objections to and justifications for relic vener- 
ation have been expressed over the years. In Constan- 
tine’s time, some church leaders deemed the practice 
too much like pagan idolatry. Yet, the theologian 
Gregory of Nazianzus and others justified reverence 
for relics by the miracles that God was working 
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through them. During the century following Con- 
stantine’s death, further endorsement was made by 
such church leaders as Ambrose and Augustine. 


The invention of the cross 

Closely associated with Constantine in the promotion 
of holy objects to a rank of major importance was his 
mother, Helena, a zealous supporter of Christianity. In 
326, already in her 70’s, Helena went to Jerusalem. 
During her sojourn there, she founded churches on 
some of the presumed sites of major events in the life 
of Jesus. It was she who discovered the cave in which 
Jesus was supposedly buried. A basilica was dedicated 
there in 335, but only a few portions of it remain. (The 
present-day Church of the Holy Sepulcher dates to 
the mid-12th century.) This and Helena’s other grand 
buildings established the Holy Land as a main center of 
Christian pilgrimage from that time onward. 

According to legend, Helena discovered inside the 
cave something even more important than the place it- 
self. She found the cross of Jesus. Her “invention” 
(from Latin inventio, “discovery”) of the cross is tradi- 
tionally dated May 3, 326. According to one version of 
the story, all three crosses were there. To determine 
which one had held Jesus, Helena had the body of a 
dead man brought and laid on one of the crosses. 
Nothing happened. He was then brought into contact 
with the second one, again to no avail. At the touch of 
the third cross, he came to life. 

She had portions of the “true cross,” and nails from 
it also, sent to Constantine. As a charm to protect his 
new city from harm, Constantine enclosed a fragment 
of the cross inside a statue of himself, and he had the 
nails used in the making of bridle bits and a helmet. By 
350 other fragments of the cross had found their way 
to churches throughout the Roman world. 

Behind these traditions looms a major historical 
development. For more than a century, perhaps even 
since Christ’s death, Christians had been crossing 


themselves on the forehead with the thumb or index 
finger and attributing miraculous power to the sign. 
Now the cross became Constantine’s victory emblem. 
Though his vision before the Milvian Bridge battle 
seems to have been of the Chi-Rho (see page 209), the 
Chi-Rho was blended later with the cross. Eusebius the 
historian links “the victory-granting cross” with Con- 
stantine’s military successes. But it appears that full use 
of the cross symbol as we know it may not have come 
into use until about a decade after Constantine’s death 
in 337. (Significantly, it was Constantine who abol- 
ished crucifixion as a form of capital punishment be- 
cause of its association with the death of Christ.) 
Whether or not Constantine lived to see the cross 
used in all the now familiar ways, posterity has rightly 
credited the innovation of its use as a symbol to him 
and his mother. Behind this use was a perception of 
Christ as king of the universe, 
whose cross was the instru- 
ment of his cosmic victory 
over the power of Satan. 
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Reliquaries, special containers for relics, 
have often taken elaborate forms and 
been lavishly decorated. The center 
medallion of this sixth-century 
jeweled cross reliquary contains a 
splinter purported to come from the 
cross of Jesus. Nexttoitisa 
box reliquary that features 
on its lid an icon of the 
Crucifixion. 
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longtime spiritual adviser with whom he had clashed 
more than once over doctrine and politics. (Like 
many Christians of that time, Constantine had de- 
layed baptism to the end, since he feared he could not 
avoid mortal sin during his lifetime, and such sin after 
baptism was widely held to be unforgivable.) 

The emperor, now about 57, traded his purple 
robes for the austere white garments of a Christian 
neophyte. He died on May 22, 337, during the festival 
of Pentecost. First he was laid in state in the imperial 
palace, where the citizens of Constantinople filed by 
to do him honor. Then, as he had requested, his body 
was entombed in Constantinople’s Church of the 
Holy Apostles. In Rome, there was also an intense re- 
sponse. According to Eusebius, “The Roman senate 
and people felt the announcement as the heaviest and 
most afflictive of all calamities, and gave themselves 
up to an excess of grief. The baths and markets were 
closed, the public spectacles, and all other recreations 
in which men of leisure are accustomed to indulge, 
were interrupted.” Even the heavens seemed moved 
at his passing—a comet was said to have announced 
(or appeared at the time of) his death. 

Though he had, in effect, been the first Christian 
ruler, he was still revered by pagan subjects. Coins 
were issued that referred to him as “the deified Con- 
stantine,” and the fourth-century historian Eutropius 
noted, “He was deservedly enrolled among the divine 
[that is, deified pagan] emperors.” 


Dividing the empire in three 
To Constantine II, the emperor’s eldest living son, 
went Britain, Gaul, and Spain. Constantius II received 
the East, while Constans, the youngest, inherited the 
middle region, including Ilyricum (modern Yugosla- 
via), Italy, and North Africa. Among the issues that 
faced them was the familiar Arian controversy. 
Constantine II and Constans supported the Nicene 
Creed, while Constantius followed the Arian views 
of Eusebius of Nicomedia. One of the first official 


acts of Constantine II was to permit exiled anti-Arian 
bishops, including Athanasius, to return to their sees. 
While this move pleased the Western churches, which 
supported the Nicene Creed, it angered the Eastern 
bishops, who were dissatisfied with the council’s for- 
mula. The Eastern faction, led by Eusebius of Nico- 
media, claimed that Athanasius had forfeited his see, 
and they forced him to flee from Alexandria. Athana- 
sius enlisted the aid of Bishop Julius of Rome, who in 
340 called a synod and ruled that Athanasius and the 
other exiled anti-Arians were innocent of all charges 
that had been brought against them. The Eastern 
bishops met in 341 and, ignoring the Western synod, 
denied the Roman bishop’s right to mediate for the 
Eastern churches. A major split between the Latin and 
Greek churches seemed imminent. 

To remedy the situation another synod was called 
in the autumn of 343. It was a fiasco. Both sides still 
refused to alter their views. Athanasius was restored 
to his bishopric at Alexandria, but after Constans was 
murdered and Constantius became the sole emperor 
in 353 (Constantine II had been killed while invading 
northern Italy in 340), Athanasius was again deposed 
and exiled. Like his father, Constantius struggled to 
develop a creed acceptable to both sides—a seemingly 
impossible task, since both sides considered matters of 
eternal life and death to be at stake in their beliefs. 

Western bishops criticized Constantius for his sup- 
port of the Eastern anti-Nicene faction. “You distrib- 
ute episcopal sees to your partisans and substitute bad 
bishops for good,” wrote Bishop Hilary of Poitiers. 
“You imprison priests and use your army to terrorize 
the Church.” (Hilary, a Neoplatonist until his conver- 
sion to Christianity, is remembered as the author of a 
treatise on the Trinity and as the first known writer of 
Christian hymns.) Even Ossius, once an adviser to 
Constantine I and now reentering church politics at 
the astonishing age of 101, attacked Constantius for 
his meddling: “Do not intrude yourself into church 
matters, nor give commands to us concerning them,” 
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Treasures in an Ancient Monastery 


fonastery 
of St. Catherine is one of the world’s oldest. Constantine’s mother, 
Helena, reportedly had a chapel and tower built on this site, where, 
according to tradition, Moses saw the burning bush. Today’s 
visitors see the larger, fortified compound and basilica erected here in 
the sixth century to protect desert monks from marauders. Among 
its treasures are early icons and ancient manuscripts. 
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In 1844 a German 
student named 
Constantine Tischendorf 
visited St. Catherine’s, 
accessible then only by a 
rope tow. In the great 
hall, he found pages of a 
timeworn manuscript, 
which were about to be 
burned to provide 
warmth for the monks. 
What Tischendorf had 
discovered was a portion 
of the Codex Sinaiticus, 
a fourth-century Bible 
in Greek, one of the 
oldest in existence! On 
a return visit to St. 
Catherine’s in 1859, 
Tischendorf located 
additional folios; several 
more sections were found 
in 1975, The codex, 
which contains the earliest 
known complete text 

of the New Testament, 
is shown below. 


he wrote. “God has put into your hands the kingdom; 
to us he has entrusted the affairs of his church.” 

The controversy, which Constantine I had once 
called “perfectly inconsequential,” would continue to 
confound emperors and bishops alike. The warring 
sides did agree on one issue, however, that paganism 
was an affront to Christianity. An assault on the pagan 
cults had begun under Constantine, when he ordered 
the looting of temples to embellish his new imperial 
city. He even had some torn down and replaced with 
churches. His sons went several steps further. In 341 
major anti-pagan legislation was enacted. Firmicus 
Maternus, a Christian senator, expressed the feeling of 
many during that decade. “These practices must be 
completely excised, destroyed and reformed,” he said. 
“Away with the Temple treasures! Let the fire of your 
mind and the flame of your smelting-works roast these 
gods!” Over the next several years, pagan temples 
were closed and sacrifices were prohibited. 


The church as an official institution 

As pagan temples were shut, it became apparent that 
something would have to be done to care for the poor 
and destitute who had depended on the largesse of 
wealthy temples. The church came forward to fill the 
void. Freed from oppression and enriched by dona- 
tions from wealthy converts, the church could now 
minister to the general public. Constantine himself 
had sponsored the founding of the first network of 
hospitals throughout the empire. At the Council of 
Nicaea it was decided that every city should have sep- 
arate facilities for the sick, the poor, and pilgrims. 
Clergy were given the authority to distribute food 
to orphans and widows. When famine struck Asia 
Minor in 368, Bishop Basil of Caesarea fed the re- 
gion’s hungry for an entire year. Such open-handed 
charity drew many to the church and offered a much 
needed boost to its reputation, which had been tar- 
nished by the recent internal quarrels. Even Christian- 
ity’s critics could not deny the church’s good deeds. 


Charity also played a role in the development of 
Christian monastic life. By the middle of the fourth 
century, monasteries had evolved from loosely associ- 
ated groups of hermits living in the desert to orga- 
nized communities, like those begun by Pachomius 
near the River Nile. Basil of Caesarea (see page 247) 
believed that monastic communities should be less 
isolated, more closely linked with the church and the 
community. He encouraged monasteries that, in ad- 
dition to fostering a strict ascetic life, would provide 
relief for the poor and ofter medical treatment for the 
sick. As a bishop and an ascetic, he urged others to 
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Sunday: A Legal Dayof Rest 


When Constantine came to power, Christian 
worship was still rather loosely structured, 
though there were general guidelines. About 
the only thing all Christian churches had held 
' in common since the first century, however, 

was the Sunday gathering for worship; on that 
day (called the first day of the week) Chris- 
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tians commemorated the Resurrection. 

In 321 Constantine made Sunday a public 
holiday and put into effect what might be 
called the world’s first “blue laws.” The edict 
proclaimed, “All judges, city-people, and 
craftsmen shall rest on the venerable day of the 
Sun. But countrymen may without hindrance 
attend to agriculture, since it often happens 
that this is the most suitable day for sowing 


grain or planting vines.” Despite the edict, 
many Christians continued the long-standing 
practice of observing the Jewish Sabbath (Sat- 
urday) as well, until the mid-360’s, when the 
church forbade it. 
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locate their monasteries on the outskirts of cities, 
where they could provide these services to a large 
population. He set forth his ideas in two sets of mo- 
nastic instructions, which have survived and are used 
in Greek and Russian monasteries to this day. 


Julian the Apostate 

His critics labeled him “the Apostate.” To his sup- 
porters he was a “saint,” a “philosopher-king,” a 
“veritable god, under the appearance of a man.” His- 
torians have been more balanced in their estimation of 
Flavius Claudius Iulianus, or Julian, successor of Con- 
stantius. He is best remembered as the emperor who 
tried to topple Christianity and restore paganism as 
the official religion of the Roman Empire. 

A nephew of Constantine, Julian was only five 
years old in 337, when he saw soldiers kill his father to 
make way for the reign of Constantine’s sons. After 
the murder, Julian was sent to Nicomedia, where he 
remained under the guardianship of Eusebius, the 
bishop of that city, until the latter was made bishop 
of Constantinople. In 342 he went to a remote estate 
in Cappadocia, where, under the watchful eyes of 
household eunuchs, he spent six years studying Chris- 
tian theology. But his real love was the classics, and 
over the next decade or so—first in the capital, then in 
Pergamum and Ephesus—he explored the world of 
Greek poetry, mythology, and philosophy. 

Julian had a brush with death in 354. He and his 
brother, Gallus, were summoned to Milan, where 
Constantius, angered that Gallus had abused his role 
as caesar, had him tried and ordered his execution. Ju- 
lian managed to convince the emperor that he himself 
had no interest in politics and posed no threat. He was 
spared and allowed to visit Athens, where he shar- 
pened his philosophical skills. 

Influenced by his teachers, especially the Neoplato- 
nist philosopher Maximus of Ephesus, he had become 
an ardent (but secret) pagan. He threw aside the Bible 
and sought inspiration from Homer. He called Chris- 


tians, especially those responsible for the slaughter of 
his family, “superstitious atheists” who worshiped “a 
new-fangled Galilean god.” Julian was convinced that 
Constantine had destroyed the empire’s traditional re- 
ligious values. Until he inherited the imperial robes in 
361, Julian concealed his paganism from all but a small 
circle of friends and teachers. He called his form of 
paganism Hellenism and drew from various philo- 
sophical streams in his attempt to establish a new or- 
ganized religion. From Plato he adapted the concept 
of an unknowable “Supreme Being,” from whom 
there emanated a creator-god. By various stages, or 
steps, the human soul could rise to bliss. 

There were striking parallels in the terminology of 
fourth-century Neoplatonism and that of Christian 
theology of the same period. The revered Church Fa- 
ther Augustine discovered a quarter-century later that 
Neoplatonism could serve as an excellent bridge for 
those like himself who were on their way toward 
Christianity. Neoplatonism had a different effect on 
Julian. As one historian put it: “Julian went across the 
bridge but in the opposite direction.” 


Julian’s attempt to reestablish paganism 

In 355 Constantius made Julian caesar and shipped 
him off to Gaul with orders to govern that prefecture, 
which had recently been invaded by Germanic tribes. 
After crossing the Alps with 360 men, Julian wintered 
at Vienne on the Rhone, where he studied the art of 
war. In the spring he gathered an army and managed 
to defeat the invaders. For the next five years he re- 
mained in Gaul upgrading the economy, defenses, 
and administration of the region. Everyone was 
amazed that he had so successfully transformed him- 
self from a schoolboy into a military commander and 
able administrator. 

With the war going badly on the Persian front, in 
360 Constantius ordered Julian to send his best troops 
to help defend the empire’s eastern border. The army 
refused to go, and then hailed Julian as augustus. He 


accepted their call and led his troops to the imperial 
city of Constantinople. Civil war was averted when 
Constantius died of a fever in November 361. 

The new emperor wasted no time in declaring his 
paganism. Even before arriving in Constantinople, he 
had written his former tutor Maximus, “We now pub- 
licly adore the gods, and all the army that followed me 
is devoted to their worship.” After clearing the court 
of Christian hangers-on, he organized a pagan church. 
It had a hierarchy modeled on that of the Christian 
church, with himself at its head as pontifex maximus. He 
ordered temples reopened and his uncle Constantine’s 
Christian emblem removed from the legions’ stan- 
dards. Temple lands were restored and public worship 
of the gods was revived. Pagan schools were estab- 
lished again in towns throughout the empire. 

Julian did not outlaw Christianity, but he did strip 
the church of many privileges it had received under 


Constantius. Christian clergy were no longer exempt 
from taxation and could not use the state transport or 
postal system without cost. Christians were barred 
from governmental office, and Christian professors 
were forbidden to teach the classics. Of all Julian’s 
anti-Christian measures, this one provoked the loud- 
est and most sustained outcry. 

For all his enthusiasm and passionate belief in 
paganism, Julian never managed to restore worship of 
the ancient gods to the dominant religion of the em- 
pire. Some converted to paganism; for most it held 
little allure. To many, the pagan rites seemed anachro- 
nistic. Even before “the Apostate,” as Christians called 
him, was killed on the Persian front on June 26, 363, it 
was obvious that his plan to resurrect paganism had 
failed. Athanasius said it best. After Julian ordered him 
into exile in the summer of 362, he told his congrega- 
tion, “It is but a little cloud and it will soon pass.” 


Rome’s last pagan emperor was 
Julian the Apostate. Julian 
dreamt of conquering Persia and 
India. Here he stands at the 
gates of the Persian capital, 


-Ctesiphon. Although his augurs 


warned him of inauspicious 
signs, Julian abandoned his 
siege of Ctesiphon in order to 
penetrate farther inland and 
fight the enemy’s main army, 
commanded by Shapur II. 
Julian died in action shortly 
afterwards. Shapur had 
launched a great persecution of 
Christians in 339, perhaps in 
response to the adoption of 
Christianity as the religion of 
the Roman Empire, yet within 
another century or so Ctesiphon 
itself became a Christian center. 
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Chapter Eight 


DECLINE OF 
THE EMPIRE 


Nothing had been mightier than the Roman Empire; 
now nothing was weaker, or so believed the Church Father 
Jerome, as he saw the church grow ever stronger. 
Barbarians deposed the last Western emperor in 476, 
but in the end, Christianity triumphed. 
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practiced by many, if not most, in the empire, was wearing thin. In 391, 
about 80 years after Constantine had legalized all religions, anti- 
pagan sentiments led to riots between pagans and Christians in the streets of 
Alexandria. An important victim of the mob’s rage was the statue of the god 
Serapis. As part of the tale goes, a Christian mob was set on raiding the Temple 
of Serapis, at that time, possibly the largest place of worship in the world. A 
tense crowd watched as a trembling soldier, armed with an ax, approached the 
huge statue of the god. No doubt many of the spectators feared for their lives, 
because it had been prophesied that the mere touch of the gleaming idol by a 
mortal would bring about the immediate destruction of the world, The soldier 
struck the idol’s cheek with sufficient force to send the head crashing to the 
ground. Much to the relief of onlookers, the earth stood firm. When the god’s 
. massive head came off, the story continues, mice scurried out. Later, Christians 
carried the god’s head through the streets in raucous triumph. 


B y the close of the fourth century, Christian tolerance for paganism, still 


Ina move aimed at “the very head of idolatry,” a throng of soldiers 
and Christians, encouraged by the militant bishop Theophilus, 
smashed the colossal statue of the great god Serapis in his temple in 
Alexandria in 391. It was a mortal blow to paganism. 


Despite earlier attempts to 
stamp out paganism, many cults 
were still active when 
Theodosius I issued new anti- 
pagan edicts in 391 and 392. 
Two groups that held on were 
the devotees of Serapis, whose 
altar at Delos is shown above, 
and the Vestal Virgins 
(priestesses of Vesta, goddess of 
the hearth). The Vestals, right, 
depicted making a sacrifice, 
were granted honors and rewards 
that Bishop Ambrose of Milan 
thought inappropriate. He 
believed that, like Christian 
virgins, they should be virtuous 
with no expectation of gain. 
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The destruction of the Serapeum 
The fall of Serapis was the handiwork of one of the 
most powerful men in the Roman East, Theophilus, 
the bishop of Alexandria. Whether for love of God or 
love of power, the bishop was determined to establish 
the church’s supremacy in Alexandria, and he was 
prepared to use any means to reach that goal. 
Theophilus had long been keen to confiscate the 
treasure of wealthier pagan temples, but the Serapeum 
had seemed beyond his reach. One of the wonders of 


the ancient world, the Serapeum was a veritable city 
within a city, an enormous complex of meeting halls, 
treasuries, arsenals, kitchens, lodges, and storage 
rooms. Inside the compound were the Halls of 
Books, surviving annexes of the great Library of Al- 
exandria (the main library had been destroyed in a fire 
hundreds of years earlier). At one time, these halls 
may have housed as many as 300,000 scrolls. 

The temple stood atop a raised platform covered by 
white stone. To reach it, a worshiper had to climb 100 
marble steps, lined with statues of sphinxes. The vast 
Temple Hall was richly decorated with tapestries and 
murals, its stone-vaulted roof upheld by massive col- 
umns. At the farthest reach shone the huge statue of 
Serapis, studded with precious stones. 

A few days before the attack on the Serapeum, 
Theophilus had ordered secret ritual objects used in 
the worship of Dionysus to be derisively paraded 
through the city streets. Incensed at this sacrilege, 
Olympius, a philosopher, had led a group of pagans 
to barricade the Serapeum against possible attack. It 
was rumored that these zealots had also taken Chris- 
tian captives and tortured them. When Theodosius, 
the Christian emperor of the East, got word of these 
alleged outrages, he ordered the prefect of Alexandria 
to demolish all pagan houses of worship. 

The end was drawing near. The day before the 
Christians stormed the Serapeum, it was said that 
Olympius heard a disembodied voice singing “Halle- 
lujah,” a hymn he must have recognized as Christian. 
Shaken by what he thought to be a harbinger of de- 
feat, he fled the Serapeum and later escaped to Italy. 
The next day, as the story was told, when the mob 
stormed the temple, intent on destroying the idol of 
Serapis, they found stones with crosses engraved on 
them. Nearby, hieroglyphics were discovered that 
read; “When the cross appears, the Temple of Serapis 
will be destroyed.” Reportedly, many pagans con- 
verted after this revelation, but even greater numbers 
joined the faith the following summer, when the Nile 


flooded with unusual vigor and assured a rich harvest. 
Clearly there would be no divinely sent famine or 
flood to punish mankind for the desecration of the 
Serapeum. To many this must have seemed final 
proof that the old gods had lost their power. Busts of 
Serapis were removed from doorways and windows, 
and in their place the sign of the cross was painted. 


Further upheavals 

The death knell for paganism had already sounded in 
341, when Constantius II prohibited sacrifices to the 
traditional gods. About 354, a sterner edict was is- 
sued, ordering the closing of the old temples and pre- 
scribing death for those who sacrificed in public 
places. Julian the Apostate tried but failed to return the 
empire to paganism over his 20-month reign, from 
361 to 363; and the late-fourth-century emperors who 
succeeded him were influenced by powerful church- 
men who viewed paganism as an enterprise of the 
Devil. Nonetheless, a number of pagan rites were 
permitted to survive. The Vestal Virgins still guarded 
the eternal flame in Rome, and many traditional festi- 
vals continued to be observed. 

In aristocratic circles, Christian converts mingled 
freely with pagans, each group respecting the other. 
Even more remarkable, perhaps, is that many people 
entertained Christian sympathies while still clinging to 
old beliefs. Husbands and wives, parents and children, 
were not necessarily split by religious differences. 
Even the Bible translator and theologian Jerome relat- 
ed benignly the story of a white-haired pagan priest 
smiling as his granddaughter sat on his lap and sang a 
hymn learned from her Christian mother. 

In the late 370’s the Christian emperor Gratian de- 
clined the pagan title of pontifex maximus, or “high 
priest,” which had been held traditionally by Roman 
emperors. More important, he ended government 
subsidies for the Roman cults and had the hallowed 
Altar of Victory removed from the Senate house 
sometime in 382. Pagan leaders were horrified. 


The winged goddess of 
victory was the cause 
of controversy in the late 
fourth century, when her 
altar and possibly her 
statue, which had resided 
in the Roman Senate 
since 29 B.C., were 
ordered removed 

by Gratian in 382. 

The respected patrician 
Symmachus argued 
eloquently for the 

altar’s restoration, but 

to no avail. 


The fall of the Winged Victory 

For more than 400 years the Senate proceedings had 
opened with a sacrifice to Victoria, the winged god~- 
dess of victory, also known by her Greek name, Nike. 
Her statue and altar commemorated the beginning of 
the Roman Empire with Octavian’s victory at Actium 
in 31 B.c. In 383, when Gratian was assassinated and a 
famine laid waste the land, many raised the old cry that 
the gods were manifesting their displeasure. 

With Gratian’s death, the empire came into the 
hands of his coruler, Theodosius I, a devout Chris- 
tian. When Gratian had appointed him emperor of the 
East in 379, Theodosius had immediately begun to 
consolidate the role of Christianity as the official reli- 
gion. Later, he became the first ruler to bow to the 
will of a Christian bishop, the powerful Ambrose of 
Milan, a man who was vehemently opposed to the 
state sanction of pagan rites and especially to the resto- 
ration of the Altar of Victory. 
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Honoring the 10th 
anniversary of Theodosius’ 
imperial rule is this magnificent 
silver platter, which shows the 
emperor receiving gifts from his 
subjects. He is flanked by 

his two sons, Honorius and 
Arcadius, each of whom is 
attended by Gothic (Germanic) 


members of the Imperial Guard. 


Theodosius had made a treaty 
with the Visigoths in 382, 
confirming their right to settle 
on the lands between the lower 
Danube River and the Balkan 
Mountains. They, in turn, 
were pledged to help protect 
the Roman Empire. 
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A bitter debate over the Victory began. The Sen- 
ate’s position was argued by Symmachus, Ambrose’s 
relative, then the prefect of Rome. He pleaded for reli- 
gious toleration: “Each nation has its own gods and 
peculiar rites. . . . Leave us the symbol on which our 
oaths of allegiance have been sworn for so many gen- 
erations. Leave us the system which has so long given 
prosperity to the State.” He added, “What matters it 
by what method each of us reaches the truth? We can- 
not by a single road arrive at so great a secret.” 

Although Symmachus was greatly respected, even 
by his Christian adversaries, his request was repeated- 
ly denied. It appeared that Ambrose had won. But the 


pagans were not so easily routed. When the emperor 
in the West, Valentinian II, was murdered, a usurper 
named Eugenius was elevated in 392. Though he was 
a Christian in name, Eugenius was in fact a pagan 
sympathizer, who sanctioned a brief pagan revival in 
the West. Pagan rites were celebrated anew and their 
expenses were once again borne by the state. More 
significantly, about 393, the Altar of Victory was re- 
turned to the Senate. Angered by the blatant display 
of such pro-pagan policies and goaded by the ever 
vigilant Ambrose, Theodosius brought his armies 
west in 394 to engage the forces of Eugenius. 

Like Constantine and Licinius before them, Theo- 
dosius and Eugenius were vying for the spiritual as 
well as the political control of the empire. As one ver- 
sion of the story goes, the day before the battle, Theo- 
dosius flung himself on the ground in prayer, in full 
view of both armies. According to another account, 
during the night, he had a vision: John the Evangelist 
and Philip the Apostle appeared on white horses and 
promised victory. The next day, at a critical moment 
in the battle, a great storm rose up; as the wind blew 
savagely, Eugenius’ soldiers lost heart, believing that 
the Christian God himself must be against them. Eu- 
genius himself was killed. 


Theodosius’ baptism 

Who was this man Theodosius I (also known as Theo- 
dosius the Great), who had so profound an impact on 
the demise of paganism? Born to well-to-do parents 
near Toledo, Spain, about 346, he was probably 
brought up as a Christian. His father, who was con- 
nected to the court, was suddenly put to death in 376. 
Before his execution, he was baptized. At the news of 
his father’s death, Theodosius quit his post as an army 
general and retired to the family estate in Spain. He 
might have remained there had Gratian not prevailed 
upon him to become co-emperor in 379. His reign was 
turbulent, yet Theodosius managed to stay in power 
for 16 years, while many a political rival rose and fell. 


He was a devout Christian and a firm believer in the 
Nicene Creed, having been reared in the anti-Arian 
West. During his second year of rule, he became 
gravely ill in Thessalonica. Undoubtedly thinking 
that death was near, the emperor, then about 34, ac- 
cepted baptism. When he recovered, he believed, as 
did most devout Christians at the time, that baptism 
had irrevocably committed him to a blameless life, in 
which further sins could lead to eternal punishment 
after death. (The church had not yet formulated a 
mechanism for regularly granting forgiveness and im- 
posing penance.) The emperor’s dread of falling into 
unforgivable sin might help explain his zeal for the 
orthodox faith as well as his continuing submission to 
the demands of the extraordinary Bishop Ambrose. 

Soon after recovering, Theodosius showed his pro- 
Nicene stance by summoning Demophilus, the Arian 
bishop of Constantinople, and offering him the choice 
of embracing Nicene orthodoxy or being deposed. 
The bishop chose defiance and was replaced. Subse- 
quently, Theodosius declared Christianity, as prac- 
ticed by the pro-Nicene bishops of Alexandria and 
Rome, to be the official religion of the empire. The 
following year the emperor ruled that all property of 
nonorthodox churches, such as the Arian, the Mele- 
tian, and the Donatist, should be handed over to the 
orthodox church. He also forbade such congregations 
to hold any worship services. Persecution and blood- 
shed followed. Heretics, or those on the losing side, 
were hunted down. Many were tortured and some 
were even executed, 

Theodosius was intent on crushing paganism as 
well. About 392 he made it a crime to engage in any 
form of public or private worship of the pagan deities. 
Throughout the latter part of the fourth century, pa- 
gan temples in Gaul and elsewhere were destroyed. 
However, like Constantine, Theodosius insisted that 
some buildings be saved and converted for Christian 
use. Thus, the Parthenon in Athens became, for a 
time, a church of the Virgin Mary. 


The Council of Constantinople 
In keeping with his pro-Nicene stance, Theodosius 
summoned a council of bishops in Constantinople in 
381. Its sole purpose was to stamp out the Arian 
movement once and for all. What we now call the 
Nicene Creed (see page 223) was adopted at that his- 
toric meeting. This version also became the creed in 
the Western church. Among other decisions coming 
out of the council was a condemnation of Arians. 
The triumph of the Nicene faith in Constantinople 
owed much to the brilliance of Gregory of Nazian- 
zus. He pursued the Nicene cause valiantly, even after 
being threatened by pro-Arian mobs prior to the 
council. Sensitive and quick-tempered, Gregory was 
remembered by churchmen in the East as “the Chris- 
tian Demosthenes” for his powerful eloquence. 


The Cappadocian fathers 

Gregory was one of three Christian intellectual leaders 
known as the Cappadocian fathers, for all three were 
natives of Cappadocia, in what is today eastern Tur- 
key. The other two in the group were the brothers 
Basil the Great and Gregory of Nyssa. 

Basil, a classmate of Gregory of Nazianzus at the 
University of Athens, was devoted to the Nicene 
Creed. He studied rhetoric and then, influenced by his 
elder sister, Macrina, called the Teacher, gave up a 
promising administrative career to become a monk. 

With the help of his friend Gregory of Nazianzus, 
Basil created a community for religious contempla- 
tion on one of his family estates. Over the next five 
years or so, aided by fellow monks, he drew up rules 


Aelia Flacilla, the first wife of Theodosius the 
Great, is immortalized in this lovely statuette. About 
a year after Aelia Flacilla died in 386, Theodosius 
married Galla, a sister of Valentinian I, who was 
emperor of the West from 375 to 392. 
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Until an unfortunate incident 
in 372 marred their friendship, 
Gregory of Nazianzus (top) 
and Basil of Caesarea were close 
collaborators in composing 
monastic rules and compiling 
excerpts from Origen’s writings. 
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During a general council of bishops in Constantinople in 381, Gregory of Nazianzus was consecrated bishop of that 
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city. The gathering was rent with controversy, however, and when bishops from Egypt and Macedonia challenged 
his installation, Gregory relinquished the prestigious post to avoid further discord in the church. 


on the theory and practice of monasticism. Then he 
accepted an appointment as bishop of Caesarea and 
built hospitals and hostels, using some of his family’s 
great wealth. Basil was concerned about the material 
disparity between different classes of society, and he 
urged the rich to share their property with the poor. 
To this day, his genius for administration is reflected 
in the strict discipline of religious communities 
throughout the East, as well as in specific prayers and 
parts of the liturgy in the Eastern Orthodox Church. 
He is known as the father of Eastern monasticism. 
Basil died before the Council of Constantinople 
convened, but at the gathering, Gregory of Nyssa fer- 
vently argued his late brother’s pro-Nicene position. 


Afterward, Gregory became a theological adviser to 
Theodosius. His writings, many of which survive, re- 
flect a deeply mystical spirituality. Though he was 
married in his youth, Gregory became a monk after 
his wife died. In his writings he explored such wide- 
ranging topics as the natural sciences, medicine, and 
the spiritual significance of virginity. He also wrote 
two touching works on the life of his sister Macrina, 
who with their mother founded one of the earliest 
communities of Christian women dedicated to the 
search for spiritual perfection. In The Soul and Its Res- 
urrection, Gregory recreates a dialogue in which he and 
Macrina, serene on her deathbed, discuss the Chris- 
tian hope for immortality and the nature of the after- 


life. Most significantly, however, he is remembered 
for his full development of several fundamental mys- 
tical and philosophical themes, first introduced by 
Origen some 150 years earlier (see pages 158-161). 


Theodosius’ conflicts with Ambrose 

From 388 to 391, Emperor Theodosius resided most- 
ly in Milan, where Ambrose was bishop. Many of 
Theodosius’ political acts during this period created 
friction between the militant churchman and himself. 
For example, in 388, after Christians burned down a 
Jewish synagogue in a small town in Mesopotamia, 
Theodosius wanted the synagogue rebuilt at the local 
bishop’s expense. But Ambrose argued that church 
money could not be used to support non-Christian 
beliefs. In a letter to the emperor, Ambrose asked, 
“Which is more important, the idea of law and order 
or the cause of religion?” Theodosius held his ground. 
The bishop then refused to offer communion during a 
worship service until the emperor, who was in atten- 
dance, promised to revoke his orders. Theodosius re- 
lented, but from then on, he tried to keep Ambrose 
uninformed of his imperial actions. 

Little escaped Ambrose’s watchful eye, however. 
In Thessalonica in 390, a Roman garrison commander 
imprisoned a popular charioteer for gross immorality. 
The champion’s loyal fans gathered in a lynch mob 
and brutally killed the commander. Theodosius was 
enraged by the death of his officer. Soldiers went to 
the stadium and killed spectators. It is said that 7,000 
civilians died in the rampage. 

Ambrose was appalled by what looked like an act 
of officially sanctioned violence. He wrote a letter to 
Theodosius explaining that “the emperor also is a 
man, and may fall into temptation,” and like King 
David before him, must repent his sins. If he did not, 
then Ambrose dared not celebrate the Eucharist in the 
imperial presence. “Pardon me for what I do—I must 
give honor to God!” wrote the bishop. Theodosius 
was deeply shaken at what amounted to a threat of 


“4 

ee 

at Be 

©. 

*- 
ae 

3 


fee 


Basil of Caesarea and his brother Gregory of Nyssa wrote homilies on a martyrdom 
that had taken place in 320. It involved 40 Christian soldiers, left naked on a frozen 
pond, while steaming baths on the shore tempted them to give up their faith. 
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John Chrysostom, 
who was the bishop of 
Constantinople from 
398 to about 403, 

is remembered for 

his vivid sermons and 
eccentric ways. He 
championed care for 
the poor and locked 
horns with Empress 
Eudoxia over her 
many extravagances. 
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excommunication. He doffed his purple robes, ap- 
peared before the bishop in the cathedral, and publicly 
begged for forgiveness. Ambrose was not swayed by 
such a calculated display of contrition. Before he 
would offer Theodosius communion, Ambrose had 
the emperor undergo several months of penance. 

Theodosius died in Milan in 395 and the empire 
passed to his two sons. The 18-year-old Arcadius was 
granted sole control of the East, while the West went 
to the 11-year-old Honorius. 


fH John Chrysostom versus Theophilus 


Ambrose’s long career underscored his political acu- 
men, but such statesmanship was lost on an equally 
famous bishop of Constantinople, John Chrysostom. 
Consecrated in 398, John, later dubbed Chrysostomos, 
or “golden-tongued,” was an inspiring preacher. He 
brought the austerity of a long-time ascetic to bear on 
every aspect of his office, railing against material 
wealth and working tirelessly to persuade the rich that 
their money ought to be spent alleviating the plight of 
the poor. Moreover, he condemned brutal treatment 
of slaves, argued that wife and husband are equal in 
marriage, and attacked the greed of the clergy. 

While such sermons earned John a popular hearing, 
they made the rich and powerful of Constantinople 
uneasy. He even took it upon himself to criticize Eu- 
doxia, wife of the emperor of the East, Arcadius. In 
401 John went so far as to depose at least 13 bishops 
for buying their offices. Such a move evoked the 
wrath of Theophilus, who deeply resented any ex- 
pansion of John’s influence. (This was the same bish- 
op of Alexandria who had engineered the destruction 
of the Serapeum 10 years earlier.) 

These two men were fated to clash. When Theo- 
philus condemned four monks as heretics because of 
their devotion to Origen’s precepts, the monks went 
to Constantinople and appealed to John Chrysostom. 
Theophilus hastened to the capital and, rather than be 
judged by John, ingratiated himself with high-rank- 
ing people, spending money lavishly to procure their 
influence. His bribes worked. Theophilus became the 
accuser instead of the accused. Thanks to the empress 
Eudoxia, Theophilus obtained permission to call a 
synod to try John on trumped-up charges of heresy. 
Fearful of John’s spellbinding power over the popu- 
lace, the Alexandrian gathered 36 bishops, all enemies 
of John, at the Palace of the Oak, outside city limits. 
The list of charges against John included eating alone, 
stinginess, intriguing against another cleric, and visit- 
ing women with no one else in the room. 


John refused to appear before this so-called Synod 
of the Oak. When the synod ruled that he be deposed, 
citizens gathered at John’s church in Constantinople 
and for three days managed to protect him from the 
Imperial Guard. Hoping to restore order, the govern- 
ment at last had John taken away. 


Church versus state 

The people were so upset at the loss of their spiritual 
leader that Eudoxia had him reinstated. But a few 
months later, the unveiling of a silver statue of Eu- 
doxia caused such commotion that John halted his 
church service in order to inveigh against the vain em- 
press. Eudoxia was now determined to rid herself of 
this troublesome man, but a provisional synod, called 
at Chrysostom’s request, overturned his previous 
condemnation. The bishop’s enemies were unsure 
how to proceed against him. Finally, Eudoxia took 
action. On Easter Eve 404, when thousands of con- 
verts appeared for baptismal rites, soldiers routed the 
worshipers, injuring many. 

The situation was intolerable. Arcadius, fearing in- 
surrection, exiled the bishop from the capital. On the 
night that John was secretly ferried across the Black 
Sea, a fire sprang up beneath the bishop’s ceremonial 
chair, destroying both the church in which it stood 
and the nearby Senate house. The actual cause was 
never determined, but suspicions ran high against 
John’s supporters, and persecutions followed. 

For three years, John conducted a voluminous cor- 
respondence with supporters throughout the empire, 
until vengeful enemies had him removed even farther 
from the capital. In 407, on a forced march to his new 
exile, John Chrysostom died of exhaustion at about 
age 60. His fate reveals how seriously the church 
stood in want of a single center of authority. Each cri- 
sis forced the ecclesiastical leadership to call a synod; 
yet, the ruling of one synod could always be chal- 
lenged by another. When consensus was impossible, 
the imperial government often stepped in. 


The photograph above shows one of the many remarkable churches that were 
carved out of volcanic rock in the Géreme Valley of Cappadocia. The faces of these 
structures are vertical stone, and the interiors follow traditional church forms such 
as the cruciform. Typically, the walls are covered with paintings. 
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The politics of theology 

The church of the fourth century was on its way to be- 
coming a powerful and rich institution. It became a 
practice at this time for wealthy Christians to leave 
one-third of their estates to the church. Some clerics 
did not welcome the new prosperity. Jerome was one 
who deplored the displays of wealth. “Our walls glit- 
ter with gold,” he complained, “yet Christ is dying 
at our doors in the person of his poor, naked and 
hungry.” In fact, church wealth was spilling over onto 
the clergy. Pope Damasus, for example, spent lavishly 
on enlarging basilicas to hold thousands and hiring the 
best architects, artisans, sculptors, and calligraphers. 

If they seemed extravagant to some, the activities of 
Damasus and other bishops had a very serious aim: to 
establish orthodox Christianity as the unchallenged 
religion of the empire. Its truth was universal, they 
believed, and was open to all, hence the term catholic 
(from. katholikos, “universal”) church. So it happened 
that about this time the word catholic became synony- 
mous with Western orthodox Christianity. By the 
end of the fifth century, the church in the West would 
be referred to as the Catholic Church. 

If accumulating wealth and gaining upper-class 
support were deemed essential, so was the uprooting 
of nonorthodox variants of Christian belief. In 380 
Theodosius issued a law specifically forbidding reli- 
gious arguments due to heresy; he believed civil and 
religious order were equally threatened by heretics. 

Still theological controversies continued to erupt, as 
the church struggled to define its tenets. In extreme 
cases, bishops used excommunication (the refusal to 
administer the sacraments) to condemn those who 
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At the first Council of Toledo in 400, all bishops 
who professed Priscillianism were condemned 

but then reconciled to the church. This 10th-century 
5) illustration depicts, from top to bottom, Toledo, 
a churches, clerics, and a tent city, probably standard 
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refused to recant. But without one central authority, percrearr a memes mene rae oe woweeccrsmrmem §§— Martin of Tours, a patron 
punishments were difficult to enforce. Nevertheless, ROA TAS TERS esi saint of France, was born of 


the orthodox church was determined to suppress all genau i ie ee feat» pagan parents in Hungary but 


nonorthodox forms of Christianity. By the end of the 
fourth century, its efforts had escalated into virtual 
war. An early casualty was the bishop Priscillian. 


A condemned bishop 
Priscillian, bishop of Avila in Spain, was a fiercely anti- 
pagan patrician, whose ascetic beliefs and practices had 
attracted a large following. Priscillianists struggled for 
the highest spiritual perfection by eschewing marriage, 
meat eating, and all pleasures of the senses. Somewhat 
like the Gnostics before him, Priscillian taught that the 
spirit is good and all matter, including the human 
form, is evil. In this notion detractors discerned an im- 
. plication that Jesus could not have been truly human. 

Priscillian’s growing influence and reforming zeal 
proved too much for two rival Spanish bishops. 
Around 380 they convened at Saragossa a synod of his 
enemies, who condemned him as a heretic. Priscillian 
went to Italy and won from the civil authorities a re- 
versal of their judgment, which Pope Damasus and 
Ambrose refused to support. When Emperor Gratian 
died in 383 and was replaced by Maximus, Priscil- 
lian’s fate was once more open to debate. 

Maximus called a synod at Bordeaux to denounce 
Priscillian. Perhaps he wanted to prove himself the 
protector of the orthodox church, or perhaps he de- 
sired only to seize the goods of wealthy Priscillianists. 
Whatever his reasons, the synod met his demands and 
found Priscillian guilty of heresy and witchcraft. Pris- 
cillian refused to plead before the synod. He was then 
forcibly transported to Trier (in present-day Germa- 
ny) for trial on the clearly false charge of sorcery, a 
capital crime under Roman law, and tortured until he 
confessed. The state ordered his execution. 

Martin of Tours, today revered as the patron saint 
of France, went to Trier. He was horrified that Maxi- 
mus would dare to execute a bishop. Martin, who 
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was baptized at 18. He began 
his career as a soldier, then 
became a monk, and is believed 
to have established the first 
monastery in Gaul. He 
continued the monastic way of 
life even after his consecration 
as bishop of Tours about 371. 
Martin tried, unsuccessfully, to 
prevent the execution of the 
Spanish bishop Priscillian for 
heresy in 386, but he did 
induce other bishops at least to 
withdraw their charges against 
the Priscillianists. 
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The First Popes 


In the third and fourth centuries the title pope 
(meaning “papa”) designated any bishop in 
the church. Gradually, it came to refer exclu- 
sively to the bishop of Rome, and along with 
the title went the recognition of Rome as the 
center of authority in the Western church. 

In 382 Pope Damasus underscored Rome’s 
claim to supremacy by referring to the city as 
the Apostolic See, with its authority handed 
down from the Apostle Peter, believed to be 
buried there. The oldest known papal decree 
is in a letter written in 385 by Pope Siricius. 
With the election of Pope Leo I in 440, the 
papacy became more firmly established. Leo 
considered all bishops equal but guided by 


“Peter in the person of Peter’s successor.” | 


had sometimes been consulted by the emperor, made 
him promise to spare Priscillian. Just to appease Maxi- 
mus, Martin shared communion with the bishops 
who had condemned Priscillian. But in 386 Maximus 
ordered that Priscillian and six of his followers be exe- 
cuted anyway. Appalled, Martin blamed himself in 
part. Later, he complained that this experience of 
treachery had diminished his spiritual powers. 

The episode was traumatic for the church; it had 
permitted the state to interfere dramatically in ecclesi- 
astical affairs. After Priscillian’s death, the bishops 
who had accused him were excommunicated. Soon 
afterward, Theodosius overthrew Maximus, rescind- 
ed all the former emperor’s orders, and deposed the 
guilty Spanish prelates. Galicia (in northwest Spain) 
remained Priscillianist until 400, when most Priscil- 
lianist bishops in that province were reconciled to the 
church at the first ecclesiastical Council of Toledo. 


The Christological controversy 

In 325, at the Council of Nicaea, the church had 
struggled to come to terms with the nature of Christ’s 
divinity. Barely 100 years later, it was wrestling with 
the other side of the same issue, namely the nature of 
Christ’s humanity. The Gospels told of Jesus the man, 
who had suffered hunger and thirst and died on the 
cross. But they also said that with his coming, “the 
Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” 

The problem confronting theologians of the fourth 
and fifth centuries was extraordinarily difficult: how 
to determine the nature of Christ’s humanity and his 
divinity. This area of inquiry is referred to as Christol- 
ogy, the study of Christ’s person, or the relationship 
of the divine and human in Christ. The Scriptures 
were perused for any light they could shed on this 
subject. A passage in Luke, for example, stated that 
“Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature, and in fa- 
vor with God and man.” Did that mean that as a child 
he was lacking in wisdom? How could Jesus increase 
in wisdom if he was divinely all-knowing? Was his 
divinity separate from his humanity or a part of it? 

Answering such questions would test the mettle of 
the orthodox church and require at least five ecumeni- 
cal councils. There were two main schools of 
thought: one held that Christ had a single nature that 
was divine, for his humanity had been subordinated 
to his Godhood; the other insisted that Christ was 
both man and God, whose two natures—the human 
and divine—were distinct but not separate. 

Those who stressed the singleness, or unity, of 
Christ’s nature believed that when Christ became 
flesh, a divine spirit had replaced his human spirit. 
One who espoused this doctrine was Bishop Apolli- 
naris of Laodicea. He envisioned that the Logos and 
human flesh were perfectly melded in Christ, just as 
the human soul and human body are one in man. 

Theologians who defended the other view be- 
lieved, as Pope Leo later put it, that while the union 
was indeed perfect, the natures remained perfectly 


distinct. To them, the issue was the salvation of man. 
Christ had to be divine to provide this salvation, but 
he had to be fully human for others to be saved by his 
death and Resurrection. The words of Gregory of 
Nazianzus uphold this point: “Whatever the Logos 
did not assume in the incarnation,” wrote Gregory, 
“he did not heal, he did not cure.” 

Both groups had their moderate advocates, whose 
formulas were eventually brought together in the or- 
thodox consensus that favored the distinctness. There 
were also extreme factions—the Eutychians, who 
seemed to have fused the divine and the human into a 
third kind of reality, and the Nestorians, who were 
accused of separating Christ’s divinity and humanity. 
The designation Theotokos (“God Bearer,” or “Moth- 
er of God”), a devotional title for Mary that had long 
been used by Greek-speaking Christians, became a 
symbol for those who feared a separation of natures. 


Theodore of Mopsuestia and Nestorius 

Although his surviving doctrinal writings are frag- 
mentary, we know that Theodore of Mopsuestia was 
a leading Eastern theologian of the early fifth century. 
His conception of Christ was based on two realities: 
the “divine nature” of the Logos, or Divine Word, 
that was Christ and the “human nature” of the man 
who was Jesus. But he took it one step further when 
he insisted that Jesus had not only a human soul but 
also free will and was even subject to sin. The Incarma- 
tion, he said, was a special indwelling in which God 
abided within the man “by good pleasure... asina 
son.” Theodore died in 428, the year his student Nes- 
torius, who also believed in the distinct natures of 
Christ’s humanity and divinity, was ordained the 
bishop of Constantinople. 

Nestorius and his followers carried the teachings of 
Theodore to new lengths. In his first year as bishop, 
he revealed that he was opposed to the orthodox des- 
ignation of Christ as both God and man when he re- 
fused to designate the Virgin Mary as Theotokos. To 


Nestorius’ mind, this would have been the same as 
calling her a goddess. Also, how could a human baby 
be God? Nestorius asked rhetorically. “That which 
was formed in the womb is not . . . God,” he said, 
adding that “God is not a baby two or three months 
old.” In line with the view of two natures of Christ, 
he preferred the designations Theodokos, meaning 
“God receiving,” and Christotokos, meaning “Christ 
Bearer,” to describe the Virgin Mary. Staunchly op- 
posed to this concept set forth by Nestorius was 
Cyril, the bishop of Alexandria. 


The ruthless zeal of Cyril 

No one defended the orthodoxy concerning Christ’s 
person more zealously than Cyril. He vehemently up- 
held the term Theotokos and was a ruthless enemy of 
all who opposed this view. Cyril had been elected 
bishop in 412, despite widespread opposition; he ruled 
with an iron hand for 32 years, making Alexandria 
“the city of the orthodox.” 

When Cyril heard of the Nestorian sermons on the 
Virgin Mary, he flew into a rage. How dared they 
suggest that the infant Jesus was not divine! At the 
Council of Nicaea Christ’s divinity had been deter- 
mined to be timeless. As far as Cyril was concerned, 
Nestorius had proved himself'a heretic who deserved 
the full wrath of the orthodox church. 

Cyrnil based his scriptural interpretations upon the 
teachings of early Church Fathers as well as the Bible 
itself. Later theologians referred to him “as the guard- 
ian of accuracy.” The “royal way” of theology, he 
wrote, is “to inquire into the beliefs of the holy Fa- 
thers, which came about through the inspiration of 
the Holy Spirit; and to keep firmly in mind the train 


Cyril of Alexandria, right, opposed Nestorius 

of Constantinople on the issue of whether the Virgin 
Mary should be called Theotokos (“God Bearer”) 
or Christotokos (“Christ Bearer”). 
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During Lent in 415, the 
philosopher Hypatia was 
accosted by the parabolani, a 


disreputable band of lay monks. 


They dragged her from her 
carriage and into a church, 
where they brutally murdered 
her. This shocking, violent 
event underscored the danger 
facing prominent pagans of the 
day. Hypatia held a public 
position of importance (rare 
for a woman in her time); her 
influence would have caused 
many to envy her. 
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of their thoughts.” He cautioned against new inter- 
pretations. The Fathers, he contended, had “not left 
out or overlooked anything vital.” 

A man of unbending will, Cyril proved a brutal ad- 
versary. Like his uncle, Theophilus, who had brought 
about the destruction of the Serapeum in 391, Cyril 
was intent on giving orthodoxy the force of law. He 
closed the churches of nonorthodox Christians and 


was involved in the expulsion of Jews from Alexan- 
dria. Worst of all, Cyril may have instigated, or at 
least tacitly approved, the bestial murder, in 415, of 
one of the most admired of pagan thinkers—the 
beautiful and talented Hypatia. 

Daughter of the respected mathematician Theon, 
Hypatia was so advanced in mathematics and Platonic 
philosophy that she was appointed to the chair of phi- 


losophy at the prestigious Museum (or university) of 
Alexandria. The historian Socrates Scholasticus tells 
us that she “was so eminent in learning as to surpass 
all the philosophers of her own time.” (None of her 
published works have survived, however.) Cyril may 
have envied her popularity, for according to Socrates, 
not only did students travel from afar to learn from 
this remarkable woman, but churchmen were drawn 
to her as well. Bishop Synesius of Ptolemais was 
among her pupils and was said to bring his manu- 
scripts to her for criticism. Cyril must have resented 
also Hypatia’s friendship with Orestes, Roman pre- 
fect of Alexandria. Orestes, who apparently consulted 
Hypatia on civil matters, had, on occasion, com- 
plained to the court in Constantinople when Cyril had 
overstepped his prerogatives. But it seems that neither 
Orestes nor Hypatia realized just how determined 
Cyril was to rid the city of anti-Christian influences. 

Under Cyril’s personal command was a small army 
of lay monks, the parabolani, or “reckless ones,” who 
acted as attendants to the sick in times of plague and 
were sworn to stay on the job, whatever the rsk— 
hence their name of “reckless ones.” At this time, 
however, the parabolani under Cyril’s command were 
no angels of mercy but a private militia used by the 
bishop to intimidate and terrorize pagans, Jews, and 
nonorthodox Christians. 

During Lent in 415, for reasons that remain ob- 
scure, the parabolani set upon Hypatia and dragged her 
from her carriage into a church. There they stripped 
her naked and beat her to death with tiles. Then, ac- 
cording to Socrates, they tore Hypatia’s body limb 
from limb and carried the remains away for burning. 

There was an investigation. Many felt that Cyril 
was responsible, but horrified officials in Constanti- 
nople were unable to clearly determine responsibility. 
The monks, judged dangerous to the public welfare, 
were placed under the prefect’s authority. Eventually, 
however, Cyril not only regained control of his band 
but also increased their number from 500 to 600. 


The Council of Ephesus 

Cyril was aware that the fate of orthodoxy lay in the 
hands of those who were well connected with high- 
ranking members of both the church and the state. 
Perhaps part of his opposition to Nestorius lay in his 
fear that this bishop was consolidating too powerful a 
position at the court of Theodosius II (ruler of the East 
who was the grandson of Theodosius the Great). Cy- 
ril’s cry of heresy against Nestorius finally led Pope 
Celestine I, in 430, to threaten Nestorius with excom- 
munication unless he recanted his doctrine. 

To settle the matter, the emperor called a council in 
Ephesus in 431. The pope agreed to send his represen- 
tatives, even though he still regarded Nestorius as “the 
denier of God’s birth.” The emperor, however, did 
not reckon on the cunning tactics of Cyril, who raced 
to Ephesus and opened the council before the papal 
legates or the Eastern bishops loyal to Nestorius had 
time to get there. Nestorius, not surprisingly, declined 
to appear. Cyril then presided over the council’s deci- 
sion to condemn his rival as a heretic and affirm the 
Virgin Mary’s status as Theotokos. These actions were 
reported to Nestorius in a letter that began with the 
greeting, “To Nestorius, the new Judas.” 

Within the week, the Eastern clerics arrived and 
convened a new council. They announced their sup- 
port of Nestorius and deposed Cyril. Not long after, 
however, Pope Celestine’s deputies appeared on the 
scene and approved Cyril’s ouster of Nestorius. 

Following these suits and countersuits, Theodosius 
had Nestorius and Cyril, as well as the bishop of 
Ephesus, jailed. Cyril dispensed bribes and thus man- 
aged to escape from custody. Nestorius subsequently 
was allowed to retire to Antioch. 

John of Antioch, one of the bishops at the Ephesian 
council, was in a particularly difficult position. As the 
leader of the so-called Orientals, bishops of the East- 
ern provinces, he disagreed with Cyril’s theological 
stance, particularly with the definitions of heresy that 
Cyril had provocatively set down in a public letter as 
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Above are the ruins of 
St. Mary’s Church in Ephesus, 
where a council met in 431 to 
settle controversies on the Virgin 
Mary and the divinity of 
Christ. Principal protagonists 
were Cyril of Alexandria and 
Nestorius of Constantinople. 
The result was a deadlock that 
could be broken only by 
Theodosius I, who had both 
parties arrested. Cyril bribed 
his way free and Nestorius 
was allowed to retire. 
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12 anathemas. These were 12 ideas that Cyril consid- 
ered so unorthodox that anyone who dared to con- 
firm them was to be cursed, or anathematized. 


The new orthodoxy 

In 433 both sides finally compromised and articulated 
their agreement in a letter known as the Symbol of 
Union. John of Antioch reluctantly agreed to recom- 
mend that Nestorius be deposed as bishop of Con- 
stantinople, while the obstinate Cyril moderated the 
harsh language of his 12 anathemas. Such phrases as 
“one nature” and “hypostatic union” (meaning join- 


ing of essences in a single individual) were dropped, 
and other language, such as “union of two natures,” 
was adopted. Nestorius lost much of his important 
support and was sent into exile in the Libyan Desert. 
He died about 450 in Egypt. 

The controversial designation Theotokos was at last 
affirmed as orthodox by both John and Cyril. But a 
large number of the Oriental bishops refused to accept 
the condemnation of Nestorius. In spite of Cyril’s 
powerful opposition, Nestorius’ beliefs gave rise to a 
new movement called Nestorianism. It became the 
professed teaching of the church in the Persian Em- 
pire, in large part because its communicants could 
seek the protection of Persian rulers by claiming that 
their kind of Christianity differed from that of Persia’s 
traditional enemies, the Romans. Full of missionary 
zeal, the Nestorians evangelized in India and made 
converts as far away as China. (Centuries later, Marco 
Polo noted their churches all along the route from 
Baghdad to Beijing.) Their communities survived in 
Mesopotamia until 1400, when the Mongols sacked 
Baghdad and drove the Nestorians into the mountains 
of Kurdistan. One of their liturgies is perhaps the old- 
est in use in any Christian church today. 


The road to Chalcedon 

Cyril adhered to the compromise that was set forth in 
the Symbol of Union, but with his death in 444, con- 
troversy erupted once more. The trouble started in 
Constantinople, where Eutyches, the head of a mon- 
astery, taught that Christ’s humanity was absorbed by 
his divinity; while he had two natures before the In- 
carnation, afterward his divinity alone remained. 

To Flavian, bishop of Constantinople from 446, 
this teaching was heresy, for it denied the full human- 
ity of Jesus. Flavian sided with those churchmen who 
believed that the divine and human natures of Christ 
coexisted after the Incarnation. Politics once again 
muddied the waters. Eutyches was influential at the 
court of Theodosius II. Flavian was not. Eutyches’ 


political status no doubt attracted Dioscoros, bishop 
of Alexandria, who hoped to step up the power of 
Alexandria relative to that of Constantinople. Theo- 
dosius convened a new council in 449. Again, both 
sides met in Ephesus, but this time Pope Leo I entered 
the fray at the request of Flavian, who hoped that Leo 
would refute Eutyches’ errors. 

In his Tome, or doctrinal letter, Leo upheld the ideas 
in the Symbol of Union and passed over the excesses 
of both sides. Where Flavian had stressed two distinct 
natures, Leo described two natures “coalescing into 
one person.” To counter Eutyches’ extreme position 
that Chnst was of one divine nature, Leo asserted that 
God as incarnated was “whole in his own nature, 
whole in ours.” Each nature acted in harmony with 
the other. “To hunger, thirst and to sleep were mani- 
festly humdn,” he wrote, “but the satisfaction of the 
five thousand with five loaves [of bread] and walking 
on the sea were manifestly divine.” 

The Tome, though masterly and authoritative, was 
not immediately influential. While Leo stayed in 
Rome, Dioscoros, arch-defender of Eutyches and an 
expert at packing the house, made sure that a majority 


this man who divides the Christ!” The assembly be- 
came so tumultuous that imperial commissioners had 
to be summoned to restore order. The emperor sided 
with Eutyches. As militant monks bellowed threats 
and soldiers backed them up, reluctant bishops agreed 
to depose Flavian as the bishop of Constantinople. 
The Egyptian clerics handled Flavian so roughly that 
he died of the injuries. 


of the 130 bishops who met in Ephesus were in his 
party; he also brought along an army of lay monks, 
the same street fighters that murdered Hypatia. 
Presiding over the council, Dioscoros refused to 
have any papers that disagreed with his position read 
aloud. Flavian’s intentions were reversed. The accused, 
Eutyches, now became the accuser. Flavian saw his 
supporters give ground. Shouts went up from the an- 
gry Alexandrians, and one Antiochene heard threats 
against Flavian: “Burn him alive! Cut him in two 
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At the Council of Ephesus in 431 rival groups met 
separately and deposed both Cyril and Nestorius. 
In the end, eight canons were passed, some of which 
favored Cyril’s position; still the controversy raged. 
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Since glorification of the Virgin Mary began in the late 
fifth century, icons of her have graced churches throughout 
the world. The one above is a sixth-century tapestry, 
probably from Egypt. Archangels Michael and Gabriel 
appear on either side of Mary; Christ looks down on her. 
The statue, left, is from 13th-century Strasbourg. 


For one brief moment, Dioscoros, strongly sup- 
ported by Theodosius II, had established the doctrine 
of one divine nature in Christ as the dominant posi- 
tion. Leo was furious at what he called the synod of 
thieves, but he was powerless to repair the damage 
wrought by Dioscoros, whose position was protected 
by the emperor himself. The church was teetering on 
the verge of a permanent schism. 

Then in 450 Theodosius fell off his horse and died. 
His death changed the course of theology once more, 
for his successor, his sister Pulcheria, opposed the 
crafty Dioscoros. She chose as her consort Marcian, 
who became emperor of the East. The new emperor 
sided with his wife in favoring Leo’s position. In 451 
Marcian called a new council to decide the issue. 
Much to the dismay of Leo, who feared the intrigue 
of Oriental bishops, Marcian demanded that it be held 
in the East. Perhaps as many as 520 bishops met at 
St. Euphemia’s Church in Chalcedon, just across the 
Bosporus from Constantinople. 


The Council of Chalcedon 

The tables had been turned again. Dioscoros found 
himself seated in the assembly as one of the accused. 
This time Eutyches was condemned, and Dioscoros 
and five of his colleagues were deposed. More than 
half of the bishops signed a definition of the Incarna- 
tion of Christ that closely followed the definition for- 
mulated in Leo’s Tome. It stated that Christ had two 
natures “without confusion, without change, without 
division, without separation,” a statement that ruled 
out the extreme ends of the theological spectrum and 
affirmed the central points of both positions. 

The agreement reached by the bishops at Chalce- 
don had added a new chapter to the Christological 
controversies. For many Christians, the language 
adopted there, “‘a single Person in two Natures,” was 
at least workable. Indeed, it became the standard of 
orthodoxy. But the issue was far from settled, and 
Leo’s theological victory was marred by a political de- 


feat. Echoing language used at the Council of Con- 
stantinople in 381, the churchmen at Chalcedon de- 
clared, in Canon 28, that Constantinople was now the 
“New Rome” and its power would extend over such 
additional areas as Thrace (in the Balkans) and parts of 
Asia Minor. Still, Rome remained first in rank. More- 
over, the council elevated Jerusalem to a partriarchate, 
making it the fifth one along with Constantinople, 
Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch. The pope’s repre- 
sentatives protested, but to no avail. 

The theological compromise of the council created 
a furor in Egypt and Palestine, where the common 
people joined with fanatical monks in a violent rejec- 
tion of the council’s actions. In 457 a mob lynched 
Dioscoros’ successor. Jerusalem remained in turmoil 
for years. Those who could not accept the definition 
that was set forth at Chalcedon eventually left the or- 
thodox church and became known as Monophysites, 
or believers in one divine nature in Christ. This first 


permanent schism resulted in three independent 
churches—the Armenian Church, the Coptic Church 
of Egypt, and the Jacobite Church of Syria. 


Pagan resistance 

Around 400, pagans probably made up the majority 
still of the empire’s population; nonetheless they had 
learned to avoid attracting attention lest they be forced 
to convert. The sincerity of many such conversions 
may be evaluated from one surviving quotation: “I 
therefore am thinking of the danger to my life, and so 
off I go now to the church, to evade the death that 
otherwise awaits me.” 

Educated pagans did their best to ignore Christian- 
ity’s assaults on paganism. A number endeavored to 
create new and original literary works in the classical 
mold. The historian Ammianus Marcellinus was a 
scrupulous chronicler and sober stylist whose works 


are often compared with those of his illustrious prede- 
Continued on page 264 


During the fourth century, 


when Christian bishops sought 


to gain the upper hand in 
theological disputes and 
Christian emperors strove to 
stamp out paganism, many 
people were apparently 


unaffected by either enterprise. 
It was business as usual in the 


workshop that produced 


these two glass bowls: The one 
on the left depicts Adam and 
Eve with the words, “Rejoice in 


God, drink, and may you 
live.” The one on the right 


Jeatures the deities Apollo and 


Artemis and bears the words 
“Take the pleasing bowl.” 


? 
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The Pilgrimage of Etheria 


Few tourists have ever been as indefatigable as Etheria 
(also known as Egeria), a Christian pilgrim of bound- 
less energy who traversed the Holy Land and other 
places more than 1,500 years ago. To Etheria, who 
may have been a nun, the Bible was more than a book 
of religious inspiration; it was also the perfect travel 
guide. With God’s word to direct her, Etheria visited 
religious landmarks the way modern tourists rush to 
the Statue of Liberty. She scaled Mount Sinai, explain- 
ing that it was “straight [and seemed] as if you were 
going up a wall.” At the top, she could not resist, like 
tourists in every age, marveling at the panoramic view: 
“We were able to see Egypt and Palestine, the Red Sea 
and the Parthenian Sea . . . as well as the vast lands of 
the Saracens—all unbelievably far below us.” 

In her journal she recounted a visit to the place 
where the people of Israel had worshiped the Golden 
Calf. But when she went to see the pillar of salt, which 
was said to be all that remained of Lot’s wife, she 
found “the pillar itself . . . has been submerged in the 
Dead Sea.” Etheria observed the celebration of Holy 
Week in Jerusalem, where on Palm Sunday “everyone 
is carrying branches, either palm or olive, and they ac- 
company the bishop in the very way the people did 
when once they went down with the Lord.” 

Etheria’s caravan trod the shores of the Red Sea, 
clambered over mountains, and crossed sandy deserts 
with “no road whatsoever.” No hardship, however, 
was great enough to dull her enthusiasm. When a local 
presbyter asked if she had the stamina for an unsched- 
uled side excursion “to see the water that flows from 
the rock, which Moses gave to the children of Israel 
when they were thirsty,” Etheria’s reply was instanta- 
neous: “At this we were eager to go.” 


When Etheria had to consider bringing her journey 
to an end, she conveniently remembered the bones of 
additional martyrs she should visit: “My present plan 
is .. . to travel to Asia, since I want to make a pil- 
grimage to Ephesus, and the martyrium of the holy 
and blessed Apostle John,” she writes. To the sisters, 
for whom she described all her wanderings, Etheria 
added, I will “write to you. . . if my plans change.” 

The journal of Etheria’s colorful travels was lost for 
almost 800 years, until a single copy was rediscovered 
in an Italian monastery in 1884. Sadly, much of her 
original document had by then disappeared; only the 
middle portion remained. Perhaps at the beginning or 
end of her book, Etheria gave details about herself that 
are now frustratingly absent. Some scholars believe 
she came from a convent in Spain and that she jour- 
neyed from 380 to 384. Her life is a mystery, but her 
adventurous spirit is summed up in the greeting the 
bishop of Edessa extended to her: “Since I see, my 
daughter, that from a spirit of religion 
you have gone to such great efforts 
to journey here from distant 
places, we shall, if you desire it, 
show you all the places here ne 
which Christians like to see.” gen 


As more pilgrims made their 
way to the Holy Land, flasks ¥& 
such as this one were filled with 
holy oil or Jordan water, which 
were sold to travelers as souvenirs. 
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Begun in the year 379, this church in Milan was dedicated to Ambrose, then bishop 
of the imperial city. Ambrose had accepted the post reluctantly, but during his 25 
years of service, he wielded more power than any churchman who had preceded him. 


cessors Livy and Tacitus. Macrobius, from whose 
books we have the clearest picture of the intellectual 
life during the sunset of paganism, was widely read 
by philosophers throughout the Middle Ages. His 
reference to the theory that the earth revolves around 
the sun may have inspired Christopher Columbus. 
Another impressive defender of late paganism was the 
celebrated Libanius, who assumed the chair of rheto- 
ric in Antioch in 354 and taught or corresponded with 
such notable Christians as Theodore of Mopsuestia, 
John Chrysostom, and Basil the Great. 


Ambrose of Milan 

One who opposed paganism and, at the same time, 
withstood the wills of emperors and empresses was 
Bishop Ambrose of Milan. Bor in Trier, around 340, 
to aristocratic Christian parents, he was well educated 
and well connected. In his 30’s Ambrose was serving 
as governor of Upper Italy, when the death of the Ari- 
an bishop of Milan about 373 created a bitter election 
stalemate between Arians and champions of the Ni- 
cene faith. Milan was on the verge of civil strife, and 
Ambrose stepped in to restore order. Legend says that 
as he made his way through a tumultuous assembly; a 
small child cried out, “Ambrose for bishop!” Where- 
upon, the crowd took up the cry. 

A devout Christian by belief but as yet unbaptized, 
Ambrose accepted the nomination and resigned his 
government post. In just eight days, he underwent in- 
struction, was baptized, and was ordained through 
successive ecclesiastical ranks. 

As bishop, Ambrose dealt directly with a number 
of rulers. With each, he strove to ensure that the uni- 
versal, or catholic, church was recognized as the only 
legitimate religion of the empire. He championed the 
church’s alliance with the state on an equal footing yet 
struggled to keep it free from state interference. To this 
end, he embroiled himself in countless political battles. 
For example, in 383, he agreed to act as ambassador to 
Maximus, the usurper of the Western Empire. The 
bishop convinced Maximus not to attack Italy and to 
spare the lives of the legitimate Western emperor, the 
12-year-old Valentinian II, and his mother, the regent 
Justina, Maximus complied. Two years or so later, 
Justina, an Arian, repaid the favor by demanding that 
Ambrose turn over a Milanese church to a congrega- 
tion of Arians. Nothing would induce him to grant her 
request. Meanwhile, throngs of Ambrose’s supporters 
massed around the disputed church. 

When the Imperial Guard came to claim the build- 
ing, Ambrose turned them away saying, “The palaces 
belong to the Emperor, the churches to the Bishop.” 


The court relented, but a year later, it again asked 
Ambrose to relinquish a church. Once more he re- 
fused. Crowds flocked around. All Milan was caught 
up in the crisis between the church and the state. Au- 
gustine, the future bishop of Hippo, was in Milan at 
the time and was deeply impressed with the popular 
outpouring of support for Bishop Ambrose. 


The courage of his convictions 

Justina had Ambrose summoned to appear before a 
court of arbitration. The resolute bishop declined, 
writing that “in matters of faith, and in any problems 
of the ecclesiastical constitution . . . bishops can be 
tried only by bishops.” With the stroke of his pen, 
Ambrose had just placed the church outside the juris- 
diction of the state! Justina was incensed and ordered 
Ambrose to leave Milan. He refused. 

About that time, two skeletons were unearthed 
near a church in Milan. Ambrose wrote to his sister 
that surely these were martyrs’ bones, for when they 
were being removed “a blind man was healed.” After 
the discovery of these holy relics, Justina admitted de- 
feat. Ambrose had prevailed. The incident gave great 
impetus to the cult of relics (see box page 234). 

Ambrose remained one of the church’s staunchest 
advocates. Even Theodosius I was unable to with- 
stand the bishop’s resolute convictions. However, this 
astute churchman was also a pastor who carefully 
tended his flock. Some of his accomplishments are 
taken for granted today. For example, in the worship 
service, he is credited with having borrowed the East- 
ern church’s style of antiphonal chanting, in which 
separate choruses answer each other, musical phrase 
for musical phrase. Reportedly, when the bishop and 
his supporters occupied a church to prevent its seizure 
by forces loyal to Justina, Ambrose introduced the 
chanting to uphold morale during the anxious vigil. 

In his sermons, Ambrose proved an accomplished 
theologian. He often made symbolic, or allegorical, 
interpretations of the Old Testament. This approach, 


The carved panel, above, from the altarpiece 
in the Church of St. Ambrose, depicts 
scenes from the life of the powerful bishop, 
who has been named one of the doctors, or 
authoritative teachers, of the church. 
Ambrose is remembered especially for giving 
eloquent sermons, championing morality, 
zealously defending orthodoxy and the 
church’s independence, and generously 
donating his personal wealth to the poor. 
The mosaic, left, made in the early fifth 
century, is probably a true likeness. 
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Assisting Jerome in the 
mammoth task of translating the 
entire Bible into Latin were 
two of his devoted followers, 
Paula and her daughter 
Eustochium. At last, all of the 
Scriptures would be available to 
people who spoke and wrote 
only the common language of 
the Roman West. 
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inspired by earlier Greek theologians, helped convert 
many educated Romans and was instrumental in the 
conversion of Augustine. 

On his deathbed in 397, this man of steadfast faith 
prayed silently until the end, extending his arms to 
form the sign of the cross. His faith was expressed in 
the plainest of terms: “I am . . . not afraid of death, 
for we have a good Lord.” 


Jerome, Bible scholar and translator 

The early church had many scholars, but none was so 
learned or prolific as Jerome. Born about 345 near the 
Italian-Dalmatian border to Christian parents, he was 
given a fine classical education. Jerome studied under 
an eminent grammarian and was introduced to the 


works of Virgil and Cicero, which had a lifelong influ- 
ence on him. He also delighted in oratory, later recall- 
ing the vanity of his school days when he went about 
“wearing the specially donned toga, spouting petty fo- 
rensic exercises before the professor.” 

About 372, the young Jerome made a pilgrimage to 
Antioch, where he learned Greek and pursued Bible 
studies. Longing for the ascetic life, he took to the 
desert but kept up a voluminous correspondence. 

Though a devout Christian, Jerome worried that 
his passion for Cicero was distracting him from the 
truth of the Scriptures. (Many Christians during this 
period felt the need to denounce pagan literature.) His 
anxiety expressed itself in a nightmare in which he 
was accused by a tribunal of being a Ciceronian, not a 
Chnistian. He was then scourged, and while suffering 
the beating, vowed never again to possess secular 
books. When Jerome awoke, his shoulders were black 
and blue. Still, he could not keep his promise. For the 
rest of his life he worried about his inability to forgo 
the pleasures of the pagan classics. 

After more than two years in the desert, Jerome re- 
turned to Antioch, where he was ordained a priest. In 
382 he became secretary to Pope Damasus, who 
wanted to encourage Latin theological works. The 
church in the West needed a new Latin translation of 
the Greek New Testament; Damasus selected Jerome 
for the job. The assignment, which he expanded by 
translating the Old Testament, largely from the He- 
brew, took him about 23 years to complete. 

A confirmed ascetic, Jerome earned a reputation for 
being an obstinate and exacting priest. He was spiritu- 
al counselor to a group of devout Roman women, 
who followed his disciplined routines of fasting and 
all-night vigils. Rumors spread that when Blaesilla, a 
young noblewoman, died in 384 or 385, it was due to 
her adherence to Jerome’s strict asceticism. Her death 
may have marred his ecclesiastical career, for he left 
Rome, eventually settling in Bethlehem. Blaesilla’s 
mother, Paula, and another daughter, Eustochium, 


faithfully followed him. These two women served Je- 
rome until their deaths. (It was not unusual, at this 
time, for patrician women to serve the church with- 
out taking vows or living in an ascetic community.) 

While in Bethlehem, Jerome worked fervently on 
the interpretation of Scripture and studied Hebrew 
with several Jewish teachers. Some are said to have so 
feared the disapproval of fellow Jews for teaching a 
Gentile that they visited Jerome under cover of night. 
He was a meticulous scholar, familiarizing himself 
with both the Greek and Hebrew texts. Borrowing 
from the methods of Origen, he sought out the spiri- 
tual message of each passage, decoding any allegorical 
meaning and noting pertinent historical details. The 
legacy of Jerome’s scholarship is staggering. When he 
died at about,75, he had written 63 volumes of Latin 
commentaries and more than 100 homilies on the 
meaning of the Scriptures. But his most lasting mon- 
ument was the first comprehensive Latin Bible, which 
came to be known as the Vulgate. 


The brilliant Augustine 
“Can any praise be worthy of the Lord’s majesty? 
How magnificent his strength! How inscrutable his 
wisdom! Man is one of your creatures, Lord, and his 
instinct is to praise you. He bears about him the mark 
of death, the sign of his own sin, to remind him that 
you thwart the proud. But still, ... he wishes to 
praise you. The thought of you stirs him so deeply 
that he cannot be content unless he praises you, be- 
cause you made us for yourself and our hearts find no 
peace until they rest in you.” So begins Augustine’s 
moving autobiography and dialogue with God, the 
Confessions, written when he was about 45. 
Possessed of a deep spirituality and enormous intel- 
lect,. Augustine left a stronger mark on the Western 
church than any other theologian. Much of what we 
know about his life comes from his Confessions. He 
was born in 354 in Tagaste, Numidia (in present-day 
Algeria), to a pagan father and a Christian mother. 
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His parents were middle class and gave him a good 
education that would prepare him for teaching or the 
civil service. At age 17, he went to Carthage to study 
rhetoric and there became enthralled with Manichae- 
ism. Augustine’s love of philosophy found a perfect 
fit in Manichaeism, which promised its believers “the 
open, undiluted truth.” Looking back on those 
youthful days in the Confessions, Augustine wrote: 
“What crooked paths I trod! What dangers threatened 
my soul when it rashly hoped that by abandoning you 
[God] it would find something better!” 

In 375 Augustine returned home to teach rhetoric: 
His mother, Monica, heartsick at his conversion to 
Manichaeism, barred him from the house. She prayed 
to God to make her son see the error of his ways and 
implored the local bishop to intervene. “It cannot be 


In a magnificent example of 
ttinth-century calligraphy, this 
copy of a preface, from Jerome’s 
New Testament translation, 
has been artfully shaped like a 
cross. Using colored inks on 
stained parchment was a 
popular technique in the early 
Middle Ages for producing 
deluxe copies of books. 
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This detail from a Roman 
fresco, painted probably in the 
sixth century, is an early 
portrait of Augustine. From his 
death in 430 to the end of the 
Middle Ages, Augustine was 
the most popular and influential 
of the Church Fathers. His ideas 
continue to have a powerful 
hold over Western theology to 
this day. Some consider 

his influence second only to 

that of Paul. 


268 


HL fae NEN 


+ diam ‘in . a ~~: 


Tub pa L." rf 


“<3 = 
z 


= 


ipa nism % 


oa saccac MBM 
that the son of these tears should be lost,” he replied. 
Still Augustine would not be swayed. In 383 he left 
for Rome. There he met Symmachus, the pagan pre- 
fect who was leading a campaign to induce the gov- 
ernment to restore the Altar of Victory to the Senate. 
With Symmachus’ help, Augustine was appointed 
professor of rhetoric and public orator in Milan. 
Life in Milan brought Augustine conflicts. He 
heard the riveting sermons of Bishop Ambrose, 
whose allegorical interpretations of the Old Testa- 


ment removed many objections raised against this 
text by the Manichaeans. He wrestled with his Mani- 
chaean faith and finally, at the age of 32, renounced it. 
In 386 a marriage to a Milanese heiress was arranged 
but was put off while Augustine disengaged himself 
from his mistress of more than 13 years. She had 
borne him a son, whom Augustine loved dearly but 
referred to as the “child of my sin.” His famous cry, 
“Lord, give me continence and chastity but not 
now,” springs from those youthful years when, 
though he espoused the Manichaean ideal of chastity, 
he did not practice it. His strong sexual appetite had 
always been a torment to him. 


The conversion of Augustine 

During the summer of 386, however, the sermons of 
Bishop Ambrose and the prayers of Monica, who had 
followed her son to Milan, began to work their way 
into his soul. Augustine came to recognize that imita- 
tion of Christ would be possible only if his pride and 
sensuality were defeated. To Augustine, such an as- 
cetic Christianity held the promise of uniting the aims 
of classical philosophy and his own personal ideals. 
But while “convicted by the truth,” as he later ex- 
pressed it, his will still resisted. 

In spiritual torment, he went into a garden late one 
summer day and heard a child’s voice chanting, 
“Take and read; take and read.” He took up his Bible, 
arid his eyes fell upon two lines of Romans 13:13-14: 
“Not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery 
and licentiousness, not in quarreling and jealousy. But 
put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision 
for the flesh, to gratify its desires.” Those two lines 
seemed spoken to him from heaven above. As he de- 
scribed the experience in the Confessions: “For in an 
instant, as I came to the end of the sentence, it was as 
though the light of confidence flooded my heart and 
all the darkness of doubt was dispelled.” 

Augustine called off the wedding and resigned his 
posts. Much to his mother’s joy, he and his son were 


baptized in 387. Tradition says Ambrose performed 
the ceremony. Then they left Italy to found a monas- 
tery in Augustine’s hometown of Tagaste. “I desire to 
know God and my own soul. Nothing else; nothing 
whatever,” wrote the new convert. 


The bishop of Hippo 

Augustine’s many talents were called into service in 
391, when the bishop of Hippo, a thriving seacoast 
city, demanded that Augustine be ordained a priest. 
Four years later, Augustine himself became bishop of 
Hippo. He used the might of his pen and office to 
check the growing Donatist movement (see pages 
245-248). While Donatism had been trounced in the 
East, it had found renewed strength in North Africa. 
Donatist clergy were accusing orthodox Christians of 
impurity and insisting that the Donatist church was 
the only true one. Those who wished to join it, more- 
over, had to be rebaptized. 

At first Augustine used magnanimity. He wrote 
that the universal church had to be inclusive of all, or 
the promise made by God that Abraham would be “a 
father of a multitude of nations” would never be ful- 
filled. Like a net that captures a variety of fish in the 
sea, the catholic church welcomes the “unclean” as 
well as the “clean,” who will be sorted out finally on 
Judgment Day. The Donatists, in Augustine’s view, 
were being uncharitable when they excluded others. 
They were “erring brethren” and should be corrected 
for the sake of their own salvation. 

As the acrimony increased, Augustine’s position 
hardened. From a parable in Luke, Augustine found 
justification to use force. In that parable, a man gives a 
banquet that is poorly attended. He tells his servants 
to “go out... and compel people to come in, that 
my house may be filled.” Augustine urged a policy of 
physical coercion, in the hope that it would help to 
correct the Donatists’ false beliefs. Thus, he sanc- 
tioned the use of physical force against Christians by 
Christians. (Centuries later, Augustine’s support of 


a TS Se REI 
In Confessions Augustine describes an incident in his youth, 
wherein he and a few friends stole some fruit. “Our pleasure,” 


he said, “consisted in doing something that was forbidden.” 


such “corrective measures” would be used to justify 
the use of torture in the Spanish Inquisition.) Then in 
411 a conference was held in Carthage at which the 
Donatists were condemned. The emperor subse- 
quently banned the Donatist church and confiscated 
all of its property. 


Pelagius and divine grace 
At the turn of the fifth century, as the empire in the 
West teetered toward collapse, a new ascetic move- 
ment began to spread. Its leader was Pelagius, a Brit- 
ish monk, who had already inspired a number of 
wealthy citizens to forsake their material possessions 
and take up the ascetic life of Christ. Brilliant and de- 
vout, this strong-minded Briton had been horrified 
by the venal excesses, materialism, and sensuality of 
many orthodox Christians in Rome. 

But in leading believers back to basics, he had ex- 
pressed what, to Augustine, were some alarming new 
ideas. For instance, Pelagius believed that Adam and 
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Augustine was guided in Christian ways by his mother, Monica, shown in this 
fresco taking him to school. He abandoned the faith while he studied and taught 


rhetoric but was drawn back to it by Bishop Ambrose of Milan. 


Eve did not infect the human race with sin; they only 
led it astray. Thus, babies were born free of sin. The 
implications of Pelagian theology disturbed Augus- 
tine deeply. If man was born without sin, then what 
need did he have of God’s grace? What need was there 
for salvation, if man could attain moral perfection 
through his own human efforts? 

Pelagius arrived in Africa in 410, accompanied by 
Celestius, a disputatious follower. After his mentor 
had departed for Jerusalem, Celestius caused a sensa- 
tion in Carthage. At issue was man’s free will and the 
Pelagian belief that man can choose whether or not to 
take the pathway offered by Chnst. God had provid- 
ed the Old Testament and the Gospels, all that man 
needcd for moral direction. The choice to follow was 
man’s; those who refused would face the terrors of the 
Last Judgment. To this view, Augustine replied, “A 
man who is afraid of sinning because of Hell-fire, is 
afraid, not of sinning, but of burning.” 

The Pelagian definition of free will disturbed a 
number of churchmen. When the Briton moved on to 
Palestine, Jerome was soon referring to him as a “cor- 
pulent dog .. . weighed down with. . . porridge.” 
But it was Augustine who pursued the debate. In re- 
futing Pelagius, Augustine defined the orthodox view 
on free will and divine grace. Pelagius’ idea that man 
had the freedom to determine his own life was ridicu- 
lous to Augustine, who believed that human activity 
was determined by God. Being a Christian meant 
more than emulating Christ’s behavior; it meant ex- 
periencing God’s grace, which heals the soul. In his 
work On Nature and Grace, Augustine insisted that 
only the gift of grace allows man to achieve anything 
worthy. Freedom stems from God’s grace, not from 
human nature, which is so prone to sin. 

The aging Augustine worked fervently to stop the 
spread of Pelagianism. At synods held in Jerusalem 
and Diospolis, Pelagius defended himself so deftly 
from charges of heresy that the bishops of Palestine 
exonerated him. But when the bishops at two synods 


Monica, Mother of Augustine 


Most of what we know about Monica, the 
determined, pious woman who patiently 
nurtured Christian faith in her son, Augus- 
tine, comes from Augustine’s descriptions 
of her in his Confessions. She was born in 
Tagaste, a city in Numidia that is now the 
town of Souk-Ahras in Algeria. Though 
she came from a family of devout Chris- 
tians, her husband, Patricius, remained a 
pagan until near the end of his life. 
Perhaps in imitation of his father, Moni- 
ca’s brilliant son flouted her greatest wish 
for years by refusing to be baptized. He 
wrote, “I have no words to express the love 
she had for me, and with how much more 


anguish she was now suffering the pangs of 
child-birth for my spiritual state than when 
she had given birth to me physically.” To 
escape his mother’s domination, Augus- 
tine, at the age of 29, fled to Rome without 
warning Monica. Undeterred, Monica fol- 
lowed, but by the time she arrived in 
Rome, Augustine had taken up residence in 
Milan, and she followed him there. 

In Milan, Monica found herself in a 
quandary. Both in her native land and in 
Rome, Christians had fasted on the tradi- 
tional Jewish Sabbath, Saturday. But the 
Saturday fast was not observed in Milan. 
This so troubled Monica that Augustine 


consulted Bishop Ambrose of Milan about 
what his mother should do: fast on both 
days or just on Sunday. Ambrose’s answer 
gave rise to the familiar saying, “When in 
Rome, do as the Romans do.” 

In Milan Monica’s dream was finally re- 
alized. Augustine was baptized, and soon 
afterward, he and his mother prepared to 
return to North Africa. But in the Italian 
seaport of Ostia, Monica fell ill. She told 
Augustine that she had hoped only to live 
long enough to see him become a Chris- 
tian. “God has granted my wish. . . . What 
is left for me to do in this world?” Nine 
days later she died at the age of 56. 
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in Africa condemned his views, the matter was re- 
ferred to Pope Innocent I, and Pelagius was subse- 
quently excommunicated in 417. On this occasion, 
Augustine remarked: “The case is finished. Would 
that the error were finished also.” 

But the case was far from closed. Pelagius professed 
his ideas so convincingly that a new pope, Zosimus, 
restored him to the church. Not long afterward in 
Rome, Celestius provoked so much controversy over 
Pelagian teachings that Honorius, the emperor of the 
West, pressured Zosimus to expel the troublemaker. 
In 418 the pope wrote a letter condemning Pelagian 
ideas. Honorius banished Celestius from Rome. Pela- 
gius, driven out of Palestine, disappeared from histo- 
ry. (The problem of free will and divine will surfaced 
again many centuries later when both Martin Luther 
and John Calvin, inspired by the works of Augustine, 
redefined the concept of predestination.) 

In the later years of his life, Augustine witnessed the 
beginning of the final days of the Western Roman 
Empire. From refugees who fled to North Africa, he 


heard the news that Alaric, king of the Visigoths, had 
sacked Rome in 410. Pagans argued that the old gods 
were wreaking revenge on the “blasphemous” Chris- 
tian state. Augustine answered with his famous book, 
the City of God. In this magnum opus, which took 
some 15 years to write, he attempted to demonstrate 
that the “city of man” (of which the crumbling ram- 
parts of Rome were an apt symbol) could not endure 
because it was the product of a misdirected love for 
material things. The kingdom of God was the “eter- 
nal city.” The true movement of history was the un- 
seen conflict between sin and salvation. 


The demise of the Western Empire 

Since 476, the official date of the fall of the Roman 
Empire in the West, thoughtful people have sought to 
understand what brought about the collapse of one of 
the world’s most powerful civilizations. Edward Gib- 
bon, the 18th-century historian who devoted years to 
writing the classic Decline and Fall of the Roman Em- 
pire, concluded that the empire was undermined by 
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moral decadence. Other historians have since noted 
that relentless war, famine, and taxation took an enor- 
mous toll. By the fifth century, the population was 
greatly reduced, thinning the empire of soldiers and 
leaders. Meanwhile, the warlike peoples of northern 
and eastern Europe had greatly increased in number. 
Their populations, hungry for fertile land, were be- 
ginning to move south. 

Rome was ill prepared for the invaders. Corruption 
and bureaucracy had weakened the empire’s ability to 
defend its far-flung borders. In several instances, Ro- 
man emperors had to pay tribute in land or money to 
stop the invaders from pillaging. Though the warriors 
came from various regions and had different tribal 
names and languages, Romans called them all “barbar- 
ians.” (The word is from Greek barbaros, a non-Greek; 
in Roman usage, it meant anyone other than a Roman 
or Greek. Barbaros was an onomatopoeic word, stand- 
ing for the meaningless speech of foreigners). 

Among these peoples were two Germanic groups: 
the Vandals, who hailed from Scandinavia, and the 
Goths, who were originally from the same region but 
had moved across what is now Poland and Russia as 
far as the Crimea and the Black Sea. The Goths split 
into two groups, the Visigoths (Western Goths) and 
the Ostrogoths (Eastern Goths). They were all Arian 
Christians, and their growing militancy was putting 
both the empire and the orthodox church in peril. 


Defending the frontiers 

One man who successfully defended Roman frontiers 
in the 360’s and 370’s was Valentinian I. The son of a 
peasant rope seller, this emperor rose to power 
through the army and was dedicated to refortifying 
the borders of Italy and Gaul. In 375 Valentinian 
signed a peace treaty with the Quadis, who had mi- 
grated from Germany to Gaul. But several months 
later, when barbarian envoys remonstrated with him, 
he flew into a rage, suffered a stroke, and died. His 
four-year-old son, Valentinian Il, was designated a 


co-emperor with Gratian, an older half brother. A de- 
vout Christian, Gratian protected the younger ruler. 

Meanwhile, anew disaster was brewing that threat- 
ened to shatter the empire. Around 377, Goths were 
driven from their lands just outside its northeastern 
frontiers by the advance of the Huns, warlike nomads 
from Mongolia. It was at this time that the Goths di- 
vided into two groups. The Ostrogoths eventually 
settled in what is now the Balkans. As the homeless 
Visigoths approached the empire’s borders, Valens, 
brother of Valentinian I and emperor of the East, set 
conditions for their entry. They could cross the Dan- 
ube River if they gave up their arms and surrendered 


In 364 Valentinian I became Roman emperor in the West and 
shortly afterward, appointed his younger brother Valens as 
emperor in the East. Both brothers, depicted on the above coin, 
devoted much of their energy to defending the empire against 
Germanic barbarians; Valens was killed in 378 during a major 
confrontation with the Visigoths. 


their children as hostages. The Visigoths accepted the 
pact, but the Romans were slow to grant entry and 
provisions. Rebellion was inevitable. Promising loot, 
the Visigoths persuaded other barbarians, including 
the Huns, to join them. Valens underestimated their 
strength; instead of waiting for reinforcements from 
Gratian, he took on the barbarians in 378 on the fields 
of Adrianople (present-day Edime, Turkey) near the 
western shore of the Black Sea. When the battle was 
over, some two-thirds of the Roman army had been 
killed, including Valens. 

Gratian had no time to deal with this stunning 
defeat, for word came that other Germanic forces had 
invaded Thrace. To defend the East, he appointed 
Theodosius, who succeeded so well that Gratian later 
made him co-augustus. Theodosius proved a master- 
ful commander, who inspired a new discipline in the 
army. While Theodosius was bringing peace, Gratian 
made a truce with the Visigoths, whereby Rome 
would give them provisions and they, in turn, would 
supply the Roman Army with fresh recruits. 

Meanwhile, resentment toward Gratian was grow- 
ing, because some felt he showed too much regard for 
his German troops. Sometime in 383, a general 
named Maximus gathered an army of disgruntled Ro- 
man soldiers and confronted Gratian near present-day 
Paris. Maximus prevailed, forcing Gratian to flee with 
only 300 loyal horsemen at his side. Finally captured, 
Gratian was assured that he would be spared, but in 
the end, he was stabbed to death. 

Maximus pressured Valentinian II to abdicate. 
Though the child’s mother, the regent Justina, was 
the pro-Arian who opposed the orthodox Ambrose, 
the bishop came to Valentinian’s defense. He man- 
aged to stall the usurper until the Italian frontier could 
be secured by troops loyal to the boy-emperor. In 388 
Theodosius successfully fought Maximus, and his 
victory secured the rule of the West for Valentinian II. 
After Justina died, the young emperor chose catholic 
over Arian Christianity. 


Once again barbarians in high places shook the em- 
pire. In the 390’s the top military commander in 
Rome was Arbogast, a Frank (a Germanic barbarian). 
When Valentinian II was murdered in 392, possibly at 
Arbogast’s behest, the Frankish strongman took 
charge of the government and appointed Eugenius, a 
former rhetorician and secretary in the imperial ser- 
vice, as emperor. This was the first time a barbar- 
ian had been powerful enough to designate a Roman 
emperor. Theodosius defeated both Eugenius and Ar- 
bogast in 394 but never recovered from the battle. He 
died four months later. The Eastern Empire passed to 
his older son, Arcadius, the Western went to his 
younger son, the 11-year-old Honorius. 


The sack of Rome 

The real power in the West lay with Stilicho, a re- 
markable general whose lineage was half Vandal and 
half Roman. It was he who saved the empire from 
conquest by Alaric, king of the Visigoths. The teen- 
age Honorius celebrated the victory by treating the 
citizens of Rome to magnificent public games. Chari- 
ot races and wild beast fights delighted the weary 
populace. Gladiatorial contests were included, but for 


Valentinian III ruled mainly in name only. He was six when 
he became emperor of the West in 425. His mother, Galla 
Placidia, acted as regent until 437, after which power rested 
largely with the patrician general Aétius. Valentinian’s tenure 
was marked by the passing in 444 of Novel 17, granting the 
bishop of Rome supremacy over provincial churches. 
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Valentinian IT, the son of 
Valentinian I, was a child- 
emperor who nominally ntled 
Italy, North Africa, and 
Illyricum until he was deposed 
by the usurper Maximus in 
387. (His mother, Justina, was 
the Arian regent who tried to 
force Bishop Ambrose of Milan 
to relinquish some orthodox 
churches.) After Theodosius I 
overthrew Maximus in 388, 
Valentinian regained his 
dominion but was murdered 
just four years later. 
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the last time; Honorius would soon outlaw them. 
Over the years, jealous enemies at court plotted 
against the powerful Stilicho. Honorius, now in his 
early 20's, was easily swayed by the accusations and 
ordered Stilicho’s execution, leaving Alaric free to at- 
tack. While Honorius and his feckless advisers re- 
mained safe in Ravenna, to which he had transferred 
the Roman capital, Alaric marched on Rome in 410. 

Twice Alaric neared the gates of the Eternal City, 
the nerve center of the crumbling Western Empire, 
but withdrew after accepting huge bribes: 5,000 
pounds of gold, 30,000 pounds of silver, 4,000 tunics, 
3,000 skins, and 3,000 pounds of pepper. The third 
time, a traitor within the walls opened a gate. For 
three days, the Visigoths pillaged, killed, and burned 
at will. But because they were Arians and respected 
Christian institutions, several churches were spared. 
The news of the disaster shook the world. 

In his monastery, in faraway Bethlehem, Jerome 
exclaimed, “The city which has taken the whole 
world is itself taken!” Pagans declared that Christians 
were at last being punished by the traditional gods of 
ancient Rome. Augustine answered their charges with 
his masterpiece, the City of God. 

Alaric moved to southern Italy with his booty, 
which included some very high-ranking prisoners, 
such as Galla Placidia, a sister of Honorius. The Visi- 
gothic king savored his victory only briefly. He died 
that same year. Slaves were forced to divert the course 
of the Busento River, bury his body in the river bed, 
and then return the waters to their natural pathway. 
To ensure that the secret of the grave would never be 
revealed, the hapless slaves themselves were killed. 

Four years later, the captive Galla Placidia married 
Alaric’s successor. When he died, she returned to the 
Roman court at Ravenna, where she married the Ro- 
man general Constantius in 417. A few years later 
Constantius was named emperor, only to die within 
the first year of his reign. His and Galla Placidia’s six- 
year-old son, Valentinian III, was named emperor in 


425. Galla Placidia, who had become her son’s regent, 
was the only woman to reach the pinnacle of power 
among both the Goths and the Romans. 


Wulfila, apostle of the Goths 

Arian Christianity predominated among the Goths, 
thanks to the work of Wulfila (also known as Ulfilas), 
or “Little Wolf,” who was born to Christian parents 
in Gothic territory north of the Danube around 311. 
He was descended from Roman citizens, who some 
years before had been taken prisoner by the Goths, 
but Wulfila considered himself a Goth in spirit. He 
went to Constantinople as a young man, became an 
Arian, was consecrated a bishop there about 341, and 
soon afterward returned to his homeland as a mission- 
ary. After seven years, persecutions of his converts by 
the heathen chieftain Athanaric forced Wulfila to ap- 
ply for permission to settle in Roman territory. When 
it was granted, he crossed the Danube with a throng 
of followers and settled in Moesia (in present-day 
Bulgaria), where he worked for more than 30 years. 
He died about 383. 

The fifth-century church historian Sozomen states 
that the Goths believed Wulfila incapable of doing or 
saying anything wrong. Their descendants remained 
true to his Arian faith for centuries. 

Wulfila also translated both the Old and New Tes- 
taments into Gothic, omitting only the books of 
Kings, it is believed, because he felt that his war-lov- 
ing Goths “needed the bridle,” not the spur. Wulfila’s 
Gothic Bible is the earliest extant document of any 
Germanic language. A sizable fragment of one trans- 
lation survives in a sixth-century manuscript written 
in silver letters on purple parchment. 


The marauding Vandals 

Around 406, the Vandals forced their way across the 
Rhine and pillaged Gaul before settling in Spain. The 
devastation was immense. Then in 416, the Visigoths 
invaded the Spanish territory of the Vandals, who 


along with their allies, the Alani and the Suevi, fled 
into southern Spain. At the southernmost tip they 
looked hungrily across to the fertile lands of North 
Africa. In 429, inspired by their new king, Gaiseric, 
the Vandals went after this great prize. 

Gaiseric’s army plundered their way across the re- 
gion. They attempted to lay siege to Hippo, where 
Augustine was bishop, but were unsuccessful. In 431, 
when a Roman army tried to thwart the barbarian 
menace, it was beaten. Rome had little choice but to 
sign a treaty that gave the Vandals huge portions of 
com-rich North Africa. Gaiseric took to the seas as a 
pirate. Despite the treaty of 439, he laid siege to Car- 
thage. Able but unscrupulous, Gaiseric was greatly 
feared even by his own people. As an Arian, he was 
hostile to the catholic clergy and turned important 
churches in Carthage over to the Arians. 


After pillaging Gaul and Spain 
in the early fifth century, 

the Vandals crossed to North 
Africa in 429 and made 
Carthage their capital. From 
this vantage point they could 
control the Roman grain trade 
and pirate merchant vessels. 

By the late fifth century, many 
prosperous Vandals, such as 
the nobleman shown next to 
his villa in this mosaic, had 
given up plundering and settled 
on large estates. 


After the death of Valentinian III, Gaiseric lost no 
time in rallying his Vandals to strike at Rome. It has 
been said that his attack in 455 was partially deflected 
by the courageous intervention of Pope Leo I, who 
came unarmed to meet the invaders. Lives as well as 
churches were spared but pillaging continued for two 
weeks. Church relics and holy objects, along with 
golden ritual objects that the Romans had brought 
from the Temple in Jerusalem centuries before, were 
carried back to Carthage. The empress and her two 
daughters were taken hostage with the spoils. 

The Eastern and Western Empires cooperated in 
raising a great navy to punish Gaiseric, but he de- 
stroyed at least half their fleet. Gaiseric’s kingdom 
grew so strong that the powerful Visigothic king, 
Theodoric I, sought an alliance by offering his daugh- 
ter in marriage to Gaiseric’s son, Huneric. Neither the 
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marriage nor the alliance lasted long. Gaiseric, claim- 
ing that his new daughter-in-law was poisoning him, 
cut off her ears and nose and sent her back to her fa- 
ther. Gaiseric reigned without opposition until his 
death in 477. His Anan Christian kingdom would not 
be conquered by orthodox Christian forces from 
Constantinople for more than half a century. 


Pope Leo the Great 

Throughout the years of barbarian invasions, the or- 
thodox church stood firm, and the prestige and power 
of the papacy grew. Catholic Christians continued to 
regard the city of Rome as holy. It was during this 
unsettled century, in fact, that Pope Leo I served as 
expert administrator of the church there. Faced with a 
crumbling empire and a corrupt, ineffectual imperial 
court, he stepped in to stem the tide of chaos, twice 
saving Rome from massive destruction. 

Ordained in 440, Leo preached that the pope stands 
in the place of Peter, who was charged by Jesus with 
presiding over all believers. The pope is, therefore, 
the “primate of all the bishops.” Although Leo would 
not accept the controversial ruling that had made 
Constantinople the “New Rome” for the Eastern 
Empire, he did approve the doctrinal decisions of the 
Council of Chalcedon (see page 260). Urging that the 
church be forgiving, he stressed the spiritual life in his 
dealings with his flock. 

Leo was well known too for his personal courage. 
When Attila the Hun planned to attack Rome in 452, 
Leo was sent to negotiate with this allegedly implaca- 
ble conqueror from the East. According to legend, Leo 
and a small delegation went unarmed to speak with 
Attila and somehow convinced him to retire and ac- 
cept an annual tribute. Three years later, the intrepid 
Leo managed to mitigate the destruction made by the 
more determined Vandal, Gaiseric. Leo the Great, as 
posterity has fittingly called him, presided over the 
church of Rome for 21 years, leaving the populace and 
clergy deeply bereaved upon his death in 461. 


“The Scourge of God” 
To many, the very name of Attila the Hun suggests a 
mass-murdering barbarian. But history has not been 
entirely fair to this masterful military leader. Attila 
(his name means “Little Father” in Gothic—his Hun- 
nish name is unknown) was the charismatic king of 
Mongolian nomads known as Huns. They were fierce 
warriors and expert horsemen, who rode into battle 
with incredible speed and intimidated their enemies 
with wild howls. Indeed, they lived on horseback. 
According to one fourth-century historian, “On 
horseback they buy and sell, they take their meat and 
drink, and there they recline . . . and yield to sleep.” 
Moving westward from their native Asian steppes 
in the fourth century, the Huns made their first hostile 
contact with the Germanic peoples who were inhabit- 
ing regions outside the Roman Empire’s northeastern 
borders. These encounters are believed to have pre- 
cipitated successive Germanic invasions of the empire. 
In 434 Attila was sharing the rule of the Huns with 
his brother, Bleda. They crossed the Danube, raiding 
at will and exacting huge payments from the terrified 
Roman populations. After his brother was slain about 
445, Atula took sole control of his people. He was a 
cunning adversary, equally adept at negotiating and 
using terror to get what he wanted. Short and ungain- 
ly, he no doubt bore on his cheeks the scars from 
slashes customarily given to Hunnish boys at birth. 
Attila never tried to set up a permanent capital. He 
maintained instead a rugged headquarters in a village 
on the Hungarian plain. His residence was a large 
house made of polished logs and lavishly furnished 
with skins and furs. One Roman emissary left us this 
description of Attila: “A luxurious meal, served on 
silver plate, had been made ready for us and the bar- 
barian guests, but Attila ate nothing but meat on a 
wooden trencher. In everything clse, too, he showed 
himself temperate; his cup was of wood, while to the 
guests were given goblets of gold and silver. His 
dress, too, was quite simple, affecting only to be 
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clean.” The freedom enjoyed by his horsemen, and 
the absence of any form of taxation, induced many 
Romans to settle in the Hunnish territories. 

Attila’s policy was not to conquer but to sap the 
Roman strength through bargains and payment of 
tribute. At the peak of his power, the Hunnish leader 
had under his sway a vast area, comprising modern 
Austria, Hungary, Rumania, and southern Russia. 
For reasons that still puzzle historians, Attila finally 
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decided to invade the Western Empire. He easily 
forced his way into Gaul but in 451 was checked by 
General Aétius, who was sent by Valentinian III to 
stop the Mongol invaders. A year later the Hunnish 
leader invaded Italy, but he was seriously overextend- 
ed, and famine and plague were beginning to take their 
toll on his army. It was in 452 that Pope Leo, armed 
with a promise of tribute, succeeded in turning back 
“the scourge of God,” as Attila had come to be called. 


Long before the Roman Empire 
was formed, movements of 
barbarian peoples were taking 
place. Dotted lines trace the 
migrations of early Celts 

and Goths; the filled lines show 
how pervasive the barbarians 
became after the fourth century. 
By 400, neither the Western 
Empire (depicted in yellow) 
nor the Eastern Empire (in 
pink) was safe from the 
land-hungry invaders. The 
Visigoths sacked Rome in 410. 
The Vandals moved into 
Spain, then invaded Africa in 
429. Their conduct was so 
savage it gave rise to the term 
vandalism. The Huns were 
even worse, laying waste to 
much of northem Gaul and 
northem Italy during the 450’s. 
Up north, the Angles, 

Saxons, attd Jutes took over 
southeast Britain. During the 
sixth century, the Franks 
became the masters of western 
Gaul and the Lombards gained 
control of northern Italy. 

By 600, the Western Empire 
was almost entirely in the 
hands of barbarians. 
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This unforgettable profile of 
Attila the Hun, the “scourge 
of God,” appears on a 
medallion from a building facade 
in Pavia, Italy. Having driven 
the Visigoths and Vandals 

out of most of the Western 
Roman Empire, Attila for a 
time controlled territory from 
the Caspian Sea to Gaul. 
Thanks to the adroit diplomacy 
and the offer of a money 
settlement by Pope Leo the 
Great, Attila abandoned his 
plan to sack Rome. 
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In 453 Attila died of a burst artery on his wedding 
night with a young Gothic woman. His followers 
soon scattered throughout the empire. 

What had Attila achieved? He had neither estab- 
lished a Mongol state nor managed to destroy Rome. 
But he had slowed the fall of the empire, for his in- 
vading hordes forced the Romans and the Goths to 
come to some kind of peace. With the death of their 
leader, the Huns retreated to the Russian plains. The 
Germanic tribes were now free to act. A full-scale in- 
vasion of the empire was inevitable. 


The last emperor of the West 

The death of Valentinian III in 455 was the beginning 
of the end for the Western Empire. Nine weak em- 
perors followed in the next 20 years. The real power 
lay with whoever held the post of master of the 
troops. Imperial armies, now drawn from Germanic 
barbarians, reported to him. In 475 the job was given 
to Orestes, a Roman who had served as Attila’s secre- 
tary, because the Mongolian leader had needed some- 
one to read and write state correspondence in Latin. 
This ambitious politician, who had married into the 
Roman aristocracy, contrived to have his son named 
emperor at Ravenna in 475. The boy, Romulus, was 
to be the last emperor in the West. 

Though supported by Germanic troops, Orestes 
made the fatal mistake of refusing to honor their re- 
quest to be granted a third of Italy. Unused to the 
restriction of Roman barracks life, these soldiers 
wanted to settle as farmers, a tradition for Germanic 
people, and to serve in the ranks only when the nation 
was threatened. Having already lost much of south- 
western Gaul to the Visigoths, Orestes was unwilling 
to surrender more of the ancestral Roman lands. The 
troops consequently elected a certain Odoacer as king 
in 476. Orestes was summarily beheaded. 

Sympathetic to the handsome young Augustulus, 
the new German ruler pensioned the boy off with a 
pleasant villa and 6,000 pieces of gold a year; then he 


The Goths, who became Christians in the fourth century, 
had their own Bible. It was translated by Bishop Wulfila, who 
created Gothic writing so that converts could read Scripture. 


vigorously began his own reign. He was recognized 
neither as emperor nor as king of Italy, however, and 
the date of his accession is generally viewed as the 
“fall” of the Western Empire. Indeed, there would be 
no emperor again in the West until centuries later. 
During Odoacer’s time, the emperor of the East, 
Zeno, was legally the sovereign of a unified empire. 

Christianity has often been implicated in the col- 
lapse of the Roman Empire, charged with being an 
internally divisive force. In fact, the church played a 
role in efforts to preserve the realm. Augustine him- 


self had written persuasively that the faith of Jesus 
does not condemn all wars. It was the common view 
that a believer could fight to defend his country 
against aggressors. Though Leo the Great and other 
prelates sued some invaders for peace, it was not so 
much because these bishops were pacifists but that re- 
sistance had become futile. More likely, the gradual 
dissolution of the empire was chiefly the result of the 
state’s coming to depend on barbarian generals and 
troops for its security. Only thus could an Odoacer 
have been acclaimed king. 


The rise of Clovis 

With the empire in ruins, how could the orthodox 
church survive the assault of barbarians intent on its 
destruction? A new champion and protector was called 
for. Some would say that Clovis, the pagan ruler of the 
Franks, was one who met this need. According to leg- 
end, in 496 Clovis made a promise to his orthodox 
Christian wife, Clotilda, on the eve ofa battle. He said 
that he would convert to Christianity if he won. The 
Franks, who held much of Gaul, were about to fight 
Alamanni invaders from Swabia (in present-day Ger- 
many). Clovis did win, and he and 3,000 of his people 
evidently were baptized on Christmas Day in 496. 
“Henceforward,” commanded the bishop of Reims, 
who baptized Clovis, “burn what thou hast wor- 
shiped, and worship what thou hast burned.” 

Clovis’ conversion politically strengthened ortho- 
dox Christianity. His actions led to an alliance be- 
tween the Franks and orthodox Gallic bishops. 
Among the Frankish people, conversion to Christian- 
ity did not become immediately widespread, but the 
Frankish state began a complex relationship with 
Rome that was destined to influence centuries of 
church and secular history in Western Europe. 

On the one hand, Clovis and the papacy were 
bound together in the affirmation of orthodoxy. On 
the other, Clovis cleverly took administrative control 
of the church within his borders. (Conflict between 


the popes of Rome and the kings of France provoked 
many crises in the Middle Ages.) In addition, Clovis 
encouraged the Germans to convert to orthodoxy. 
Germany, too, for hundreds of years, witnessed pow- 
er struggles between church and state of the same sort 
that had divided Ambrose of Milan and Theodosius 
the Great in the fourth century. 

As the ancient empire in the West continued to 
crumble, the East grew in strength. New states were 
established by descendants of the barbarian invaders. 
Rome’s loss in political prominence was offset by its 
rising role as the seat of orthodox Chnistianity. 
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Clovis, the first Christian king of the Franks, is shown in the above painting being 
miraculously cured by touching the robe of St. Severin. It was often the accounts 


of such miracles that convinced barbarians to convert to Christianity. 


279 


Chapter Nine 


DAW NING 
OF THE 
MIDDLE AGES 


“Byzantium the golden” glowed with vigor in the East, and 
the emperor Justinian sought to return the empire to its earlier 
glory. But in the West, war and plague struck. Pope Gregory saved 
Italy, sent missionaries to the Angles and Saxons, and ensured 
the continuance of Roman civilization into the Middle Ages. 


of the newly completed Church of Holy Wisdom in Constantinople, 
also known as St. Sophia, or Hagia Sophia (Greek for “holy wisdom”). 
Legend relates that upon reaching the pulpit, the emperor stretched up his arms 
toward the magnificent dome and exclaimed, “Glory be to God, who has 
thought me worthy to finish this work! Solomon, I have surpassed thee!” In- 
deed, never before had so grand a design on so large a scale been attempted. The 
nave alone was an enormous oblong, 250 feet by 107 feet; suspended high above 
the central section was the dazzling dome measuring 107 feet in diameter. The 
stupendous construction of Hagia Sophia, along with its lavish interior decora- 
tion, made it the wonder of the Byzantine Empire. A courtier poet enthused: 
“Once anyone sets foot in this holy enclosure, he’s unwilling ever to leave, but 
with eyes enchanted turns to and fro, craning his neck in every direction.” 


() n December 27, 537, the emperor Justinian walked alone to the pulpit 


The emperor Justinian considered the building of Hagia Sophia, or the 
Church of Holy Wisdom, his greatest architectural triumph. He spared no 
expense in materials and paid each worker a piece of silver every day. 


Hagia Sophia, now a museum, 
remains a jewel in the heart of 
present-day Istanbul. For 
centuries it was the center of the 
Eastern Orthodox Church, 

but in 1453, when the city fell 
to the Turks, Hagia Sophia 
was converted into a mosque. 
Minarets were added from 
which the faithful were called 
to prayer five times a day. 
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More than any other accomplishment of Justinian, 
Hagia Sophia was a testament to the might of Chris- 
tianity and the imperial power in the East. A great 
builder, Justinian poured much of the wealth of the 
Byzantine Empire into construction, even in areas as 
far away as Syria and Africa. During his reign, from 
527 to 565, he built fortifications, monasteries, hospi- 
tals, aqueducts, bridges, and churches, some 25 
churches in the vicinity of Constantinople alone. 

It was Hagia Sophia, however, that truly marked 
the splendor of Justinian’s long reign. The altar was 
made of gold and inlaid with precious stones. The 
bishop’s chair was of gilded silver. The walls, floor, 
and pillars of the church were created from many 
different marbles brought from far and wide, black 
marble from the Bosporus region, for instance, green 


from Greece, and rose from Phrygia. The marble and 
silver fairly gleamed at all hours of the day, for a ring 
of arched windows around the base of the dome 
flooded the church with natural light. At night, hun- 
dreds of oil lamps set in numerous silver chandeliers 
illuminated the evening services. 

But it was the unprecedented ribbed dome, which 
seemed to float high above the nave, that amazed and 
delighted the eye. It rested on four enormous arches, 
128 feet tall, bringing the total height of the dome to 
180 feet. In the words of Procopius, the historian who 
chronicled the construction of Hagia Sophia, the lofty 
ceiling “seems not to rest on solid masonry, but to 
cover the space with its golden dome suspended from 
Heaven.” Actually, the magnificent dome was se- 
cured to the nave not so much by the four arches, but 
by the four pendentives, or triangular vaults, which 
filled the spaces between the arches and the rim of the 
dome. Never before had pendentives been used on 
such a large scale—architects would not again make 
the attempt until the Renaissance. 

The basilica was somewhat plain on the outside; its 
facade was a monotone of gray marble. But inside 
was another matter: more than four acres of gold 
mosaics covered the dome, arches, and vaults. The 
columns were reportedly sanctified with such relics as 
a fragment of the true cross, a veil worn by the Virgin 
Mary, and a piece of the basket used when Jesus per- 
formed the miracle of the loaves and fishes. 

The worshipers entered Hagia Sophia through the 
atrium, provided with a fountain in which they could 
wash. An inscription on the fountain read: “Do not 
wash only your face, but also your sins.” Thousands 
of worshipers could offer their prayers within the 
church, which was open for daily prayer services. 


When the full liturgy was celebrated on Sundays and 


feast days, the faithful filled the nave, broad flanking 
aisles, and upstairs galleries. To see the reenactment of 
the Eucharist (performed behind a screen), the laity 
crowded around the sanctuary, 


Hagia Sophia proved a costly endeavor; it required 
the labor of some 10,000 workmen, and the sanctuary 
alone was adorned with 40,000 pounds of silver. Jus- 
tinian, who had spent so lavishly to build his “eye of 
faith,” was equally generous at its dedication. Legend 
has it that some 1,000 oxen, 6,000 sheep, 600 stags, 
and 10,000 birds were slaughtered, and 30,000 bushels 
of meal were distributed to the poor people of Con- 
stantinople. The cost of maintaining Hagia Sophia 
took the income from 365 farms scattered from East 
to West. Worship services on holy days consumed, 
according to one writer, “1,000 measures of oil, 300 
measures of wine, and 1,000 sacramental loaves.” 


The Nika revolt 

Ironically, this enduring monument to Christianity 
might never have been built if the emperor had not al- 
most lost his throne in a civil rebellion. The population 
of Constantinople avidly followed two sports factions, 
the Blues and the Greens, so named for the colors 
worn by their charioteers in the races at the hippo- 
drome. Rowdy and uncontrollable, the Greens and 
Blues were known to instigate mob violence. 

In January of 532, widespread discontent with the 
administration of the government led to a massive 
demonstration in the hippodrome. Fights broke out in 
the street. Two instigators—one Green and one 
Blue—were arrested and sentenced to death. While 
the crowd watched, a nervous hangman bungled the 
job, and the accused fell unharmed to the ground. 

The crowd demanded the release of the miscreants, 
who viewers believed had been graced by heaven. 
When Justinian refused, the enraged Blues and Greens 
joined forces, looting and rioting wildly. They went 
after the city’s hated prefect and burned his office. 
“Nika!” the mob screamed, meaning “vanquish!” 
Their madness increased as they set fire to the imperial 
palace. The blaze spread to the old Hagia Sophia, built 
by Constantine. Justinian gave in to their demands and 
removed the prefect, but it was too late; the mob 


had tasted power. The Nika revolt, as it came to be 
called, continued. Soon Constantinople was con- 
vulsed by a revolution; the mob now sought to replace 
the emperor. Most of the senators fled. For nearly a 
week, an indecisive Justinian remained in his palace 
while his capital fell into chaos. 

Several of Justinian’s advisers implored him to flee 
for safety, but his wife, Theodora, who had heard their 
pleas, silenced them: “Every man born to see the light 


“Who could speak of the beauty of the columns and stones with which the church is 
adorned?” marveled the sixth-century historian Procopius about Hagia Sophia. The 
large discs, added during its Muslim era, are inscribed with texts from the Koran. 
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Churches erected during 
Justinian’s long reign were 
enriched by the Byzantine art 
of mosaics. Shown here, 

in the Church of San Vitale in 
Ravenna, Justinian and his 
retinue are memorialized 

in dazzling colors. Justinian, 
center, wears the royal purple 
and a diadem, complete with a 
nimbus. He carries a golden 
paten, the sacred vessel used to 
hold the bread of the Eucharist. 
To his immediate left, is the 
archbishop Maximian. 
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of day must die. But that one who has been emperor 
should become an exile I cannot bear. May I never be 
without the purple I wear, nor live to see the day when 
men do not call me ‘Your Majesty.’” The emperor 
stayed and gave orders to his able general, Belisarius, 
to attack the mob. Belisarius recruited a troop of Goth- 
ic mercenaries, and in less than one week, some 30,000 


people had been killed. 


Justinian and the rise of the Byzantine Empire 

With the suppression of the Nika revolt, Justinian had 
confirmed his position as emperor. He had come a 
long way from his lowly station as the son of peas- 
ants. A fine education had been made possible by his 
uncle Justin, commander of the palace guard. When 


Justin usurped the title of emperor in 518, Justinian 
proved so capable that in time the childless emperor 
made him heir apparent. After Justin died in 527, his 
44-year-old nephew assumed the purple. Perhaps be- 
cause of his humble lineage, Justinian was eager to 
display the pomp and circumstance of his new office. 
All who came before him were instructed to kiss the 
hem of his robe. Money was spent lavishly. 

An orthodox Christian, Justinian ordered pagans to 
attend church and be baptized or suffer exile and the 
confiscation of their property. “Hope in God is our 
sole recourse for the existence of the monarchy,” he 
explained. He was reasonably tolerant of the Jews, but 
he made certain that laws were passed against alien 
religions, such as Manichaeism, and against heresies, 


such as Nestorianism. “It is right that those who do 
not worship God correctly should be deprived of 
worldly advantages too,” he said. 

Just 40 days after the end of the Nika crisis, the new 
Hagia Sophia started to rise on the site of the burned 
one. To speed construction, the emperor cleverly set 
his workmen in competition: one half worked on the 
left, the other half on the right. The emperor himself 
laid the foundation stone. Wearing a simple white 
robe and a kerchief over his head, he was often at the 
site, measuring the progress of each team. The church 
was completed in less than six years. 

Many believed that the plan of the church had come 
to Justinian in a dream. Actually, it was designed by 
two brilliantly talented natives of Asia Minor. The 


principal architect was Anthemius of Tralles, whom 
Procopius described as “the most learned man in the 
skilled craft which is known as the art of building.” 

In fact, the plan was not likely to have come to Jus- 
tinian in a dream, for this abstemious ruler was 
known as “the emperor who never slept.” Seemingly 
tireless, he read and worked far into the night. By na- 
ture a solitary man, he often prayed and fasted, and he 
was happiest when studying religious books and de- 
bating doctrinal issues with priests and scholars. He 
was also fond of music and may have composed a 
hymn, “Christ the Only-Begotten Son.” 

One of Justinian’s most acclaimed accomplish- 
ments was the codification of Roman law. Although 
some earlier emperors, including Antoninus Pius and 


At San Vitale, on the wall 
opposite her husband, Justinian, 
resides the empress Theodora, 
surrounded by her attendants. 
The location is fitting, for 

in real life Theodora sometimes 
countermanded her husband’s 
imperial orders. Working during 
the 540’s, Byzantine artisans 
captured their empress’ regal 
bearing and with mother-of-pearl 
created highlights and shadows 
on her face, crown, and halo. 
She holds a jeweled gold chalice 
used for the Eucharistic wine. 
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In 530 Belisarius, commander 
in chief of the Byzantine 
Anmy, outwitted the larger 
Persian Amny to win a glorious 
victory. To commermorate the 
triumph, Justinian had this gold 
medallion struck. Though 
hardly a soldier (Justinian 
rarely left Constantinople), he 
nonetheless had himself depicted 
on the coin astride a horse and 
in full battle dress. 
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Hadrian, had worked to codify Roman law, by Justin- 
ian’s time, the laws were an unwieldy mass of decrees, 
with expert opinions appended to specific cases. No 
one could read through them all, much less master 
them. Justinian was eager “to cut short the prolixity of 
lawsuits by pruning the multitude of enactments”; and 
he decreed in 528 that 10 jurists act as a commission to 
set down systematically a clear, reformed code. 

In five years’ time, the commission had created a 
number of legal works that were to make a tremen- 
dous impact on the law, one that is still felt today. 
This new legislation defended the rights of the slave 
against the master, the debtor against the creditor, the 
wife against the husband. The disadvantaged were fi- 
nally beginning to gain the protection of the law. 

As was her custom, the empress Theodora made 
her mark upon her husband’s work. She saw to it that 
laws were enacted to outlaw the flourishing trade in 
prostitution and banish procurers. 

In addition to providing more equity before the 
law, Justinian’s commissioners, by skillful editing, 
succeeded in cutting down the total legislation from 
some 3 million lines to about 150,000 lines. This legal 
digest, or code, was published in 533. Thenceforth, 
court decisions were bound by it. A second version of 
the original code, published in 534, is the one that has 
endured. It was revived by jurists during the Middle 
Ages, giving the legal systems of Western Europe 
a direct line back to what Justinian called the “holy 
temple of Roman justice.” 

With Justinian as head of the empire, the orthodox 
church triumphed, for not only did several of his new 
laws make heresy a crime, but he insisted on closing 
those schools that still taught the pagan classics. By 
529 nearly all pagan schools had been suppressed, in- 
cluding the Academy in Athens—the famous intellec- 
tual home of philosophy for a thousand years. Forced 
into retirement, the great teachers of Athens were 
nonetheless treated politely and may have been given 
a pension from the imperial treasury. 


Theodora, empress extraordinaire 
Justinian’s cautious, intellectual character was comple- 
mented by that of his wife. Where he was unduly hes- 
itant, she urged decisive action; where he mandated an 
orthodox theology, she wanted compromise that 
made political sense. Though vain and vindictive, 
Theodora’s personal courage, common sense, and 
love for her husband made her his ideal companion. 

Like Justinian, Theodora came from poor circum- 
stances. Her father was a bear keeper for the Greens. 
When he died, Theodora’s mother remarried and 
hoped that her new husband would receive her for- 
mer husband’s job, but another man had bribed his 
way into it. The family was faced with destitution 
when Theodora, though a young girl, walked coura- 
geously into the hippodrome and pleaded, along with 
her two sisters, for the Greens to give her stepfather 
the post. They refused, but the Blues, who had the 
post vacant, were moved to hire her stepfather. 

Theodora grew up to be a strikingly attractive 
woman. She reportedly made her living as an actress, 
became a concubine, and had an illegitimate child. 
When Justinian met her, she had given up the stage and 
was earning her living by spinning wool. He was im- 
mediately captivated by the beautiful brunette with 
large black eyes. Love’s course did not run smoothly, 
however, for Justinian’s aunt, the empress, protested 
the match. Moreover, the law forbade marriage be- 
tween a patrician and a member of the theatrical class. 
But Justinian was already powerful enough to have the 
law amended. In 525, with the blessings of Emperor 
Justin, Theodora and Justinian were married. In 527, 
when Justin elevated Justinian to co-augustus, Theo- 
dora was crowned alongside him in Hagia Sophia. 
With the death of Justin several months later, Justinian 
made Theodora his coruler. Provincial governors had 
to swear oaths of allegiance to both of them. 

The new empress avidly enjoyed the pleasures of 
wealth—rich food, fine wines, ostentatious dress and 
Jewelry, palaces by the sea. She wielded her authority 


with sharp wit and decisiveness. Justinian consulted 
her in all things. On several occasions she overruled 
him. She was particularly influential in matters of reli- 
gion. Although her husband was a devout follower of 
orthodox Christianity, Theodora was a firm believer 
in the one divine nature of Christ, or Monophysitism 
(see pages 293-294). Though Monophysitism had 
been discredited at Chalcedon some 80 years before, 
many in the Eastern churches still adhered to it. 

Theodora went so far as to shelter Monophysite 
bishops in her own chambers and to manipulate the 
appointment of a pope she thought would be pro- 
Monophysite. She wanted religious toleration for the 
sake of the empire, while her husband seemed more 
interested in writing theological doctrine. 

Despite their differences, their marriage was a suc- 
cessful one. Ever loyal to her husband, Theodora was 
quick to punish his enemies. When she died from can- 
cer in 548, Justinian was inconsolable. 


General Belisarius 
Justinian’s political goals were far-reaching—he 
wanted all of the old Roman Empire united again. 
This entailed recapturing Africa from the Vandals, 
Italy from the Ostrogoths, Spain from the Visigoths, 
Gaul from the Franks, and Britain from the Saxons. 
The fact that any part of this noble plan was achieved 
was due to one man, the great general Belisarius. For 
his resourcefulness and tactical genius against his 
enemies, Belisarius has been likened to Julius Caesar. 
Tall and dashing, Belisarius was a young cavalry 
officer when Justinian appointed him to the imperial 
staff. Though some 20 years younger than Justinian, 
Belisarius proved so capable that Justinian commis- 
sioned him to command the Roman Army against the 
Persians. After his victory in Persia, Belisarius mar- 
ried the comely Antonina, who like her good friend, 
the empress Theodora, was a former actress. Belisari- 
us defeated the Persians, but to stave off full-blown 


Another mosaic from the Great Palace shows a boy chasing geese. The art 
of mosaic was elevated to extraordinary heights in the Byzantine Empire. 
What sculpture had been to the West, mosaics now were to the East. 


Portions of mosaic flooring that depict scenes from mythology and country 
life are among the few remaining splendors of the emperor's Great Palace in 
Constantinople. Here a farmer attempts to feed his obstinate donkey. 


ZI 


Egyptian Christians 
who believed in . 
Monophysitism, the 
doctrine that Christ had one 
nature, formed the Coptic Church 
in the fifth century. Egypt, 

which grew most of the cotton 

for the empire, was the center 

for textiles. This lovely Coptic 
Christian rondel of linen 
embroidered in brightly colored 
silk depicts the Annunciation 

and Visitation. It dates from 

the sixth century. 
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war, Justinian recalled his general and agreed to buy 
off the enemy with 11,000 pounds of gold. 
Belisarius’ loyalty was given the ultimate test by the 
Nika revolt. His quick thinking and masterly moves 
saved Justinian’s throne. In 533 Justinian was ready to 
launch his master plan. He sent Belisarius with about 
16,000 troops and 92 warships to reclaim North 
Africa from the Vandals. Accompanied by his wife, 
Belisarius sailed there and took city after city, finally 
entering Carthage, where he was hailed by joyous 
Roman Africans. The war was over. The Vandals 
were utterly defeated; the surviving members of the 
once fierce tribe dispersed, never to fight again. 
Belisarius returned to Constantinople loaded with 
spoils. Among them was the great golden menorah 
taken from the Temple in Jerusalem by Titus in 71. 


(The Vandals had taken it as booty when they sacked 
Rome in 455.) An official triumph was held in his 
honor. Justinian was so pleased with his young gener- 
al that he named him consul. Not only had Belisarius 
recaptured a former Roman province, he had also 
made possible the reestablishment of the Catholic 
Church in Africa to replace Arianism. 

Justinian then ordered Belisarius to undertake the 
next phase of his grand design—reconquest of Italy 
from the Ostrogoths. With only 8,000 men, the gifted 
general took Ravenna and Rome. But Justinian had 
heard rumors that during the Italian campaigns the 
Ostrogoths had offered to make Belisarius their em- 
peror; he began to suspect his general of unbridled 
personal ambition. Justinian sent him quickly off to 
the eastern borders, where the Persians were restive. 
By 542, Belisarius had put an end to this new threat. 


The plague 

In May 542, as Constantinople commemorated its 
founding, ships from all over the Mediterranean 
docked in its great harbor. Vessels from Egypt were 
carrying rats infected with the bubonic plague. No 
one could have predicted the horrors that were to fol- 
low. Fleas from the rats soon transmitted the disease 
to man. At first only a few people fell ill. Symptoms 
began with a sudden high fever, followed by painful 
swellings in the groin or armpits. Some experienced a 
violent delirium. In most cases, death followed soon 
afterward. Doctors watched helplessly as hundreds, 
then thousands, died. Only those whose swellings 
turned to boils that burst and released the poison, had 
any chance of survival. 

The city was gripped with terror. Rival Blues and 
Greens jointly buried the dead. Bodies in one suburb 
were piled so high that “an evil stench pervaded the 
city and distressed the inhabitants still more.” 

Justinian came down with the disease, but the news 
was kept secret. Theodora made social appearances to 
give the impression that all was well. During these 


dark hours, a spy reported to Theodora that Belisarius 
would not support an heir of her choosing. The em- 
press was insulted, Always a woman of quick action, 
she ordered the general back to the capital, confiscated 
much of his fortune, and made certain that he was os- 
tracized. Her vengeance might have been even more 
brutal, except for the war hero’s popularity. 

Justinian recovered and though still weak, exoner- 
ated Belisarius and inspired the people by walking 
about the city, dressed in his official robes. He visited 
many of Constantinople’s churches, in which relief 
hospices were set up. The Chnistians’ nursing of the 
sick inspired many a survivor to convert. 

After four months the pestilence abated. As many 
as 300,000 had died—more than a third of Constanti- 
nople’s population. The plague then spread across 
much of the known world. “The whole human race 
came near to being annihilated,” wrote a contempo- 
rary. Successive waves of the disease occurred for 
some 50 years and then died out. But it struck again in 
the 14th century and killed perhaps one fourth the pop- 
ulation of Europe—earning the name Black Death. 

News soon arrived that the Ostrogoths had retaken 
the Italian peninsula. The ever stalwart Belisarius 
went back into the fray. The Gothic War, as the cam- 
paign came to be called, dragged on, largely because 
he did not have enough men, and Justinian was not 
sending sufficient supplies. 

Antonina usually followed her husband into the 
thick of his military adventures, enduring the hard- 
ships of camp life and supporting his aims. Older and 
more worldly than her husband, she often tried to use 
her influence with her friend, the empress Theodora 
In 548, as the situation in Italy turned desperate, she 
headed back toward Constantinople, hoping to con- 
vince Theodora to intervene and send reinforcements. 
But she arrived too late. On June 28, 548, the empress 
succumbed to cancer. Belisarius, no doubt exhausted 
by the uphill struggles of field and finance, returned 
home and went into retirement. 


An empire divided by Monophysitism 

During Justinian’s reign the prevailing orthodox belief 
was the one confirmed at Chalcedon in 451: that Christ 
was both man and God; he had two natures, one hu- 
man, one divine (see pages 260-261). Those who 
continued to believe that Christ had a single nature, 
namely the Monophysites, were anathematized. The 
word monophysitism is a combination of the Greek 


Images of Christ on his throne were a favorite theme among 
Coptic Christians. In this painting, Christ holds a book with 
the triple acclamation “Holy, holy, holy.” 
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words monos, “one,” and physis, “nature.” While the 
Western clergy took up the orthodox position, those 
in the East continued to believe that Jesus was of one 
nature; in other words, his divinity had absorbed his 
human nature, as the sea swallows up a drop of water. 

The Monophysites had a strong ally in the empress 
Theodora. Justinian was an orthodox Christian, but 
his wife never wavered in her support for these 
Monophysites, who, reportedly, had offered her shel- 
ter at a time of need in her youth. Though Justinian 
may have privately sided with Theodora, he was ea- 
ger to unite the empire under one religious doctrine. 
The Western Empire, which had long been without 
an emperor, was dominated by the clergy, who were 
staunchly pro-Chalcedon. However, by the time of 
Justinian, Monophysitism was dominant in Egypt as 
well as in much of Syria and Palestine. 

Justinian, at times, actively persecuted Monophy- 
sites, but for the most part he waited passively for 
their decline. When a Monophysite bishop died, he 
replaced him with an orthodox churchman. Theo- 
dora, too, was biding her time, but not for her hus- 
band’s cause. A woman of action, she gave sanctuary 
to persecuted Monophysites in a monastery she had 
built within the Great Palace. When the king of an 
Arab state on Syria’s border begged the empress to 
allow a Monophysite bishop to be consecrated for 
Edessa, Theodora saw her chance. 

Thanks to Theodora’s manipulations, an energetic 
bishop named Jacob Baradaeus was consecrated about 
542. He singlehandedly started a Monophysite re- 
vival. Disguised as a beggar, he toured Palestine and 
Syria, convincing his followers that Monophysitism 
gave the true picture of the nature of Christ. 


The failure of Justinian’s ploy 

Upset by the Monophysite revival, Justinian came up 
with an idea to unify his empire behind one religious 
doctrine. He reasoned that the best way to unite the 
Monophysites and the Chalcedonians was to renew a 


condemnation against an old common enemy, name- 
ly the Nestorians (see pages 255, 257-258). Justinian 
seized on the fact that at the Council of Chalcedon in 
451, writings by three men accused of Nestorianism 
had been overlooked by the attending clerics. In an 
edict that was published in 544, Justinian condemned 
the three men and their works, which came to be 
called the Three Chapters. 

His decree stirred up resentment on both sides. In 
the West, the clergy were exasperated with Justinian 
for tampering with ecclesiastical affairs. They saw his 
actions as an attack on the Council of Chalcedon and 
Pope Leo I, who had provided its doctrinal content. 
Moreover, though the writings of the three men in 
question had been previously condemned, the men 
themselves had not. All three had, in fact, received the 
last sacraments and the blessing of the church when 
they died. How could they now be condemned? 
Meanwhile, in the East, the Monophysites scarcely 
acknowledged the edict at all. 

Justinian persisted in his scheme. He expected from 
the Western clerics immediate support. But the West’s 
independence became apparent when Pope Vigilius 
ordered his representative in Constantinople to ex- 
communicate Menas, the patriarch of Constantinople, 
who had sided with Justinian. No doubt Vigilius’ 
bold move shocked Theodora, who had managed to 
have him elected to the papacy on the secret under- 
standing that he would compromise on the issue of 
Monophysitism. Vigilius, however, had no intention 
of being a pawn of the empress. He faithfully upheld 
the canons of Chalcedon and insisted that Rome, not 
Constantinople, was the final arbiter of orthodoxy. 

For almost 10 years, Justinian tried everything he 
could to bend Vigilius to his will. Still the Pope would 
not relent. In January 553 Justinian made yet another 
effort to force the clergy to bow to his theology by 
calling for an ecumenical council—the fifth one in 
church history. When proceedings of the Second 
Council of Constantinople began in Hagia Sophia on 


May 5, 553, only a few Westerners were present. The 
vast majority were Eastern bishops ready to confirm 
the emperor’s theological pronouncements. The em- 
peror was not present at the council, nor was Vigilius. 

As a compromise, the pope issued a statement that 
condemned the Three Chapters but not its authors. 
Justinian, however, whose forces had defeated the 
Ostrogoths, no longer needed the West’s political 
support. He had in hand secret declarations in support 
of his position that the pope had made earlier, includ- 
ing a written oath taken in 550. The documents were 
shown to the shocked assembly. 

The conclave agreed to condemn not only the 
Three Chapters but also its authors. Pope Vigilius was 
humiliated by the emperor’s revelation and in 554 he 
consented to publish a new statement, which agreed 
with the council’s denunciation of the Three Chapters 
and its authors. For a reward, he was allowed to re- 
turn home to Rome, but he died en route. 

For the first time, an emperor had called an ecu- 
menical council to settle an issue that he himself had 
raised. Though his goal was to settle the differences 
between the Monophysites and pro-Chalcedonians, 
he insisted that his theological stance on the Three 
Chapters and its authors be affirmed. Never before had 
an emperor ruled so completely over the church. 


The Second Synod of Orange 

Aside from Monophysitism, debates over the works 
of Augustine captivated the minds of sixth-century 
Western theologians. Some thought that his doctrine 
of original sin meant that only the gift of grace re- 
deems man and inspires him to do good works. The 
question they pondered was whether those who resist 


A few sixth-century theologians, who had misread 
Augustine's works on predestination, held that 

the fall of Adam and Eve (shown in this 10th-century 
manuscript) meant man had no free will. 
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God do so of their own free will or because they are 
predestined to sin. A synod was convened to settle the 
matter. Held in southern Gaul in 529, this Second 
Synod of Orange established doctrine for the church 
regarding grace, free will, and predestination. Some 
15 bishops wrestled with the nature of grace. 

The conclusion of the synod affirmed Augustine’s 
position on the need for divine grace. “God loves us 
as being such as we are about to become by his gift,” 
the participants agreed, “not as we are by our own 
merit.” But at the same time, the conclave rejected the 
predestination to sin that a number of Augustine’s fol- 
lowers had found in his work. Those who sin, agreed 
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the assembled bishops, do so of their own free will. 
God predestines those who are saved, but those who 
are lost, perish by their own volition. These views, 
which made Augustine’s ideas on divine grace part of 
orthodoxy in the Western church, remain dominant 
today in both Roman Catholicism and much of main- 
stream Protestantism. 


On the mystical path 

The sixth century witnessed a powerful new flower- 
ing of theological thought in the East. Two major 
works of the period were Mystical Theology and On the 
Divine Names. These caused a sensation, because the 


Above, the kindly monk Romanus, who delivered food to 
Benedict during his three-year hermitage, gives him his hard- 
earned monastic habit. Benedict went on to found the famed 
monastery at Monte Cassino (right), near Naples, Italy. 
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The Halo: Symbol of Holiness 


The halo, also called nimbus, is a glorious 
light that encircles the head of a holy per- 
son. Itis usually represented in painting and 
sculpture by a circle, a disc, or rays of light. 
The Greeks portrayed some of their deities, 
especially the sun god, and even some of 
their kings, with halos. Borrowing from 


Greek tradition, Roman emperors were 
portrayed also with a halo-like crown, to 
emphasize the godlike nature of imperial 
rulers. Although its previous association 
with paganism made the halo an unattrac- 
tive symbol to early Christians, by the 
fourth century, Christ was usually por- 
trayed with a halo; by the sixth century, 
halos were used regularly in representa- 


During the Middle Ages, Christians de- 
veloped a variety of symbolic meanings in 
their use of halos. For example, a square 
halo was used for a living subject, usually a 
person being honored for donating a sub- 
stantial amount of money for a religious 
painting or stained-glass window. A trian- 
gular halo symbolized the Trinity, and a 
simple circular halo was the mark ofa saint. 
The Virgin Mary’s halo, though circular, 
was often more elaborately decorated. 

The Holy Trinity, Jesus, and Mary were 
sometimes depicted with light streaming 
from the entire body, an emanation known 
as an aureole. The aureole itself might be 
enclosed by an oval border called a man- 
dorla (from the Italian for “almond”). In 


addition, Jesus was shown often witha halo 
that contained a cross or the Greek letters 
alpha and omega. These letters, the first 
and last in the Greek alphabet, were used to 
indicate that Christ was both the beginning 
and the end of the world. 

From the 6th century to the 12th, many 
artists painted halos as shimmering circles 
of transparent light. By the 14th century, 
they were rendering them more often as 
solid discs (usually golden), sometimes in- 
scribed with a saint’s name or initials. 
Painters of the 15th century, striving for 
more realism in their art, deemphasized use 
of the halo, while Titian and Michelangelo, 
two of the greatest artists of the Renais- 
sance, abandoned its use entirely. 


tions of saints and the Virgin Mary. 


author had combined Neoplatonism and Christianity 
in such a way as to produce a unique blend of mystical 
theology. The new “Christian mystagogy” revealed 
mysteries that could lead to the union of the human 
soul with the divine, resulting in a progressive deifica- 
tion of man. This process, the author wrote, would 
require going beyond rational thought. The author’s 
premise was that to be brought closer to God, a be- 
liever must enter a state of “unknowing” and thus 
leave behind the physical senses and intellect. 

The authorship of these books was a mystery. 
They were published as the works of Dionysius, a 
convert of the Apostle Paul. (In Acts, Paul converted 
Dionysius the Areopagite in Athens.) When these 
works first appeared, their authenticity was briefly 
questioned, but at least one pope accepted them as 
writings from the first century. Later devotees includ- 
ed Thomas Aquinas, the 13th-century theologian, 
who cited one of the works some 143 times; Meister 


Eckhart, a German mystic of the 14th century; and 
the anonymous author of a Middle English mystical 
text, The Cloud of Unknowing. 

Not until the 1800’s did scholars begin to surmise 
that the works were actually composed by a Syrian 
monk in the early sixth century. This man, nowadays 
referred to as Pseudo-Dionysius, was a well-schooled 
student of classical philosophy. In an effort to support 
the cause of Monophysitism, he had tried to reconcile 
orthodox Christianity with Neoplatonism in order to 
create a new Christian mysticism. 


Benedict’s monastic Rule 

In the sixth century, while armies fought for control 
of war-torn Italy, one man created a haven of peace 
and order. He was a monk named Benedict. The rules 
he laid down for his monastery stressed obedience and 
humilty; in due time his ideas provided a blueprint for 


Christian culture in the Middle Ages. 
Continued on page 300 


The Mysterious Pagan Rites of the Druids 


In 1984 a British workman, slicing peat in 
the Lindow Moss bog near Manchester, 
England, made a momentous discovery: 
buried in the rich, mossy earth was a body 
so well preserved that at first he thought he 
had unearthed a recent murder victim. The 
body, that of a stocky man under 30 years 
old, was indeed a victim—but one who 
had been killed more than 2,000 years be- 
fore in a religious ritual. Experts believe the 
Lindow man was a Druid, a member of 
the Celtic priesthood, who willingly sub- 
mitted to having his head smashed in and 
his throat cut as a sacrifice to the gods. 
The discovery of his body was especially 
interesting because so little is known about 
the role of Druids in Celtic society. Ro- 
mantic legend usually portrays Druids as 
white-robed elders conducting secret rites 
in groves of oak trees, which were sacred in 
Celtic lore. Other sources tell us that Dru- 
ids were not only priests but also judges, 
philosophers, and teachers for perhaps 200 


years or more before Julius Caesar and his 
invading Roman legions defeated the Brit- 
ons in 55 8.c. So important was the role of 
the Druids, whom Caesar considered the 
backbone of resistance to Roman rule, that 
he was determined to exterminate them. 
Apparently, Druids were not a heredi- 
tary caste: Any young man (and there is 
some evidence that a young woman also) 
could become a Druid after a rigorous 
training period, which might have lasted as 
long as 20 years. The time was spent in 
memorizing a vast number of verses by 
which traditions were passed on. Unfortu- 
nately for posterity, none were ever put in 
writing. As a result, much of what we 
know about Druids is based on often unre- 
liable accounts from Romans and Greeks, 
most of whom were writing secondhand. 
Even the firsthand chronicles of Caesar 
may have been influenced by his eagerness 
to make the Druids seem forbidding, in or- 
der to emphasize the scope and worthiness 


of his victory. In his Commentaries, he 
writes that they wove enormous wicker 
baskets in the form of human beings and 
filled them with men, often condemned 
criminals, before setting the baskets aflame 
as a sacrifice to the gods. 

Roman occupation (and to some degree, 
later Christianity) successfully crushed the 
power and influence of the Druids in Gaul 
and Britain; however, they continued to 
hold sway in Ireland until Patrick convert- 
ed the island to Christianity in the fifth cen- 
tury. Patrick forbade Druids to practice 
their religion, but he permitted them to 
keep alive their oral traditions as wandering 
bards, and their poetic tales of Irish glory 
have become part of the literature and tra- 
dition of the Emerald Isle. 

Though the mysteries of ancient Druidic 
faith have almost all been forgotten, at least 
one of their traditions, the high-spirited 
revelry of Samain on the eve of November 
first, lives on as Halloween. 


Born in Italy to a noble family about 480, Benedict 
went to Rome as a young man to study the classics. 
Sometime in his 20’s, apparently he became disgusted 
with the city’s immorality and fled to a cave near 
Subiaco, 30 miles outside Rome. There, he lived 
alone for three years. Each day a friendly monk 
would drop a basket of bread to him on a rope. Like 
Antony, the Egyptian monk of two centuries before, 
Benedict soon attracted other ascetics, who wished to 
become his disciples. 

He established a number of monasteries and after 
several years moved his headquarters to Monte Cassi-~ 
no, a rocky hill some 85 miles southeast of Rome. In 


the 520’s, near a temple of Apollo where pagans may 
still have been worshiping, Benedict built a self-sus- 
taining community, complete with a garden, a flour 
mill, and a bakery. Unlike the austere asceticism of 
Eastern monasteries, Benedict’s way was balanced. 
Monks lived together in family-style groups, under 
an abbot. They were expected to stay in the commu- 
nity for the rest of their lives. The black monks, so 
called because of their simple black robes, came from 
every level of society. All experienced a “conversion 
of life” and adopted poverty, chastity, and obedience 
to the authority of the abbot, who was elected for life 
by his brother monks. 


Within the walls of Monte Cassino, Benedict wrote 
his famous Rule. This masterpiece of common sense 
and piety was only some 13,000 words long, but it 
covered all areas of a monk’s life, from how many 
hours a day to pray, to what type of bedding should 
be assigned to each man. Eastern monks had often 
vied with one another in contests of austerity, but un- 
der Benedict, cooperation and moderation prevailed. 
The Western monk’s life was orderly and purposeful. 

“Idleness is the enemy of the soul,” wrote Bene- 
dict. The day was devoted to prayer, work, and sleep. 
A monk’s daily diet consisted of two cooked dishes, a 
pound of bread, and a pint of wine, with fruits and 
vegetables added in season. Reading and copying of 
devotional books were allowed but not advocated. 
Though well educated himself, Benedict favored spir- 
itual pursuits, singing of psalms, and outdoor work 
over scholarly endeavors. 

Benedictine monks inaugurated new agricultural 
techniques, wove cloth, cared for the sick, established 
libraries, taught in monastery schools, and extended 
hospitality to guests. “Let no one follow what he 
thinks most profitable to himself, but rather what is 
best for another,” wrote Benedict. 

During the next 600 years, the Benedictines set up 
hundreds of monasteries, which brought intellectual, 
social, and agricultural enrichment to much of Eu- 
rope. The real strength of the order, however, was in 
its missionary work. In fact, converting the heathen 
had been one of Benedict’s most cherished goals. 


Spreading the word 

Missionary work often called for arduous and some- 
times lengthy journeys. The Apostle Thomas may 
have ventured the farthest. Syrian tradition says that 
Thomas proselytized in India, but many people 
deemed the story unlikely until 1498. That year mis- 
sionaries from Portugal reached Malabar, on India’s 
southwest coast, and found a group of Indians who 
called themselves Thomas Christians. 


Asixth-century writer, Cosmas Indicopleustes, had 
noted the presence of Christians in India and Ceylon. 
Cosmas was not a missionary but a merchant from 
Egypt who became a monk. He combined theology 
and geography in his Christian Topography. In this 
work, written about 547, he tried to correct presumed 
errors of the second-century astronomer Ptolemy, 
who had taught that the universe was a sphere. Cos- 
mas’ own topography was based on the Scriptures. 
He claimed that the universe looked something like a 
house. The earth, a flat rectangle, formed the ground 
floor; beyond the oceans was a land that humanity 
had inhabited before the flood. Upstairs was heaven. 


a Sense 
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A page from a ninth-century 
manuscript of Christian 
Topography, written by the 
monk Cosmas Indicopleustes, 
illustrates his view of the 
cosmos, God is in heaven, 
above; the earthly world is seen 
asa mountain, with waters 
flowing beneath it. 
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Patrick, patron saint of Ireland 

During a wave of missionary activity in the fifth and 
sixth centuries, monks traversed mountains and seas 
to reach those who had not heard the word of Christ. 
Wandering abroad for Christ was held by some to be 
a greater sacrifice than dying for him, One who re- 
sponded fervently to the missionary calling was Pat- 
rick, who greatly altered the religious life of Ireland. 
Patrick was born in Britain, the son of a Christian 
deacon. When he was 16, Irish raiders stormed his vil- 
lage, took him as a captive to Ireland, and sold him as 
a slave. Paganism was practiced on the rugged island 
by the Celts, members of a great barbarian tribe, 
some of whom had migrated from Gaul to the British 


At a Celtic Christian site, on 
White Island in Northern 
Ireland, stand these 3-foot-high 
stone figures, which may 
represent Patrick and his 
abbots. They were carved into 
the wall of a Romanesque 
church sometime in the 10th 
century. Below is an ancient 
iron bell, dipped in bronze, 
which tradition says might have 
been used by Patrick. 


Isles a number of centuries before the birth of Christ. 
Forced to herd pigs, Patrick took comfort in Christian 
prayer, and his faith grew. After six years of captivity, 
he escaped and walked some 200 miles to reach the 
coast, where a ship took him to Gaul. From there he 
managed to work his way back to the home of his 
parents in Britain. But Ireland had made an indelible 
impression upon Patrick. One night, he dreamed that 
the Irish were begging him to return. 

He began studying at a monastery and spent 14 
years there, until his education was considered com- 
plete. In 432, Patrick, then about 43, was made a bish- 
op and he set sail for Ireland. The church had sent 
missionaries there before, but they had realized little 


success with the warring Irish clans. Stories were soon 
circulating of miraculous feats Patrick performed to 
combat the magic of the Druids (see box, page 300). 
He was so successful, legend credits him with intro- 
ducing Christianity to Ireland, and he is regarded as 
one of its patron saints. Patrick died about 460; a new 
generation of Irish monks carried on his work. 


Other Irish saints 

One monk especially took to heart Patrick’s urging to 
wander for Christ. He was Brendan, who during the 
sixth century founded several monasteries in Ireland. 
Brendan is known best, however, for his legendary 
travels in search of the “promised land.” Tradition 
holds that he sailed with a crew of followers in a cur- 
ragh (a wooden-frame boat covered with animal 
skins) to western Scotland, the Hebrides, Wales, and 
the coast of Gaul. The Voyage, written at least two 
centuries after Brendan’s death about 583, has many 
delightful elements of the fantastic. Some students of 
the work have gone so far as to speculate that the saint 
may have found his “promised land” on the coast of 
North America, perhaps at the Newfoundland Banks. 

Monastic life was open to women, too. One of the 
most popular Irish saints was Brigid, the pioneering 
woman who founded the first nunnery in Kildare, 
eastern Ireland. She most likely lived in the late fifth 
or early sixth century. According to legend, her par- 
ents had been baptized by Patrick. 

Another renowned Irish missionary was Columba, 
an aristocrat passionately devoted to monastic life. 
About 563 he took 12 followers with him to Iona, a 
tiny island off the west coast of Scotland. There, Co- 
lumba, whose name is Latin for “dove,” was asked to 
act as peacemaker between warring Pictish chiefs on 
at least two occasions, perhaps using skillfully a voice 
famed for being “so loud and melodious it could be 
heard a mile off.” Over a nine-year period, he in- 
spired the conversion of the northern Picts, a unifying 
feat that helped form the nation of Scotland. 


Gregory of Tours 

When Gregory of Tours was consecrated bishop of 
that Gallic city in 573, the wealth and duties of his 
office were extensive. As bishop, he was responsible 
in his diocese for the church’s gold plate, care of the 
tombs and relics of saints, repair of churches, supervi- 
sion of the church dining halls, maintenance of the 
monasteries and nunneries, and the administration of 


Trish missionaries became 
“pilgrims for Christ,” sailing 
across chilly Western seas to 
spread the word to distant lands. 
One of the most renowned 

of the wandering monks was 
Brendan, whose travels 

later became popularized in a 
work called the Voyage. Here, 
an illustration of this fascinating 
medieval work shows Brendan 
(carrying the shepherd’s 

staff of an Irish missionary) 

and his monks being held aloft 
by a sea monster. 
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The Franks were a fierce 
Germanic people who, by the 
sixth century, ruled over most of 
Gaul. Above is a Frankish 
tombstone showing Jesus as a 
warrior, carrying a spear. 
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church properties. Even more important, as the repre- 
sentative of the church in a land dominated by the 
Franks, Gregory played a key role in upholding 
Christian morals as well as Roman civic and cultural 
values in an era of tumultuous change. 

After he became bishop, Gregory began keeping a 
chronicle of life in Gaul. He recorded church history, 
stories of miracles, and intrigues of Frankish rulers. 
This fascinating narrative, the History of the Franks, is 
one of the few extant records of the period. 


This ornately embellished folding throne may have belonged 
to a Frankish king. During the early Middle Ages, such easily 
transportable chairs were used by kings and bishops. 


Filled with amazing stories and unusual characters, 
Gregory’s work often reads more like a novel than a 
history book. In one passage, he relates how two 
spoiled Frankish princesses, who had joined the nun- 
nery in Poitiers, started a revolt against their abbess. 
Gregory was asked to look into the matter and noted 
their complaints: “poor food, the lack of clothing 
and... that other people shared their bathroom.” 
They were also accusing the abbess of an illicit sexual 
liaison. The charges proved to be false; the abbess was 
acquitted and reinstated, and the princesses were “cut 
off from communion.” Though the Franks ruled with 
an iron hand, the church sometimes managed to tri- 
umph over willful royalty. 

Gregory recorded many miracles, including some 
cures effected by holy relics. Once, when ill with dys- 
entery, he himself resorted to a potion containing dust 
from the tomb of the revered Martin of Tours (later 
named a patron saint of France) and immediately re- 
covered. His powerful faith and pragmatic sense of 
justice are evident throughout his writings. On one 
occasion, when some citizens of Tours were involved 
in a particularly bloody feud, Gregory intervened, 
urging the disputants to “stop this riotous behavior 
and not let the wrong which has been done spread any 
wider.” The exhortation was not enough. But when 
he offered church funds to help one side pay the re- 
quired blood money, peace was restored. 

Gregory also records movingly the terrible effects 
of disease: “The epidemic [an outbreak of dysentery] 
began in the month of August. It attacked young chil- 
dren first of all and to them it was fatal: and so we lost 
our little ones, who were so dear to us and sweet, 
whom we had cherished in our bosoms and dandled 
in our arms, whom we had fed and nurtured with 
such loving care. As I write I wipe away my tears and 
I repeat once more the words of Job the blessed: ‘The 
Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away.’ ” Gregory’s 
chronicle ends in 591, just three years before his death 
at the age of 55, 


Britain occupied by barbarians 

A hundred years passed before the church produced 
another historian to match Gregory. This time the 
hand holding the pen belonged to an English monk, 
later known as the Venerable Bede, who lived in the 
late seventh and early eighth centuries. 

Bede’s celebrated History of the English Church and 
People is renowned for its accuracy and careful atten- 
tion to detail. He noted that since 55 B.c., when Ro- 
man soldiers had first set foot on British soil, Britain 
had been contending with hostile invaders. Raids by 
the Scots and the Picts (Celtic people from the north 
and northwest) posed a constant threat. Rome offered 
some protection until the mid-fifth century, but then 
Roman soldiers were called home to help save the em- 
pire from barbarians. The Picts and Scots took advan- 
tage of the opportunity to begin a full-scale attack. 

In 449 the Britons appealed to the Angles, Saxons, 
and Jutes for protection. These Germanic tribes, from 
across the North Sea, saved the day. But that same 
year, they suddenly turned on their allies. Led by the 
brothers Hengist and Horsa, who were said to be 
Jutes, they attacked the defenseless Britons. Horsa 
was killed, but his brother was victorious and found- 
ed a kingdom in Kent. According to Bede, within a 
short time, the barbarians “established a stranglehold 
over nearly all the doomed island.” Needing land for 
their teeming population, boatloads of Angles, Sax- 
ons, and Jutes came and took further control. They 
brought with them their love of warfare and their 
Norse beliefs. Their invasion, or migration, as some 
scholars call it, was so successful that in due time, 
Britain came to be called Angle-land, or England. 


The epic of Beowulf 

Nothing captures the spirit of Britain’s barbarian in- 
vaders so vividly as the epic poem Beowulf. It is a 
haunting story of good and evil, in which a murder- 
ous monster, Grendel (“kindred of Cain”), is finally 
killed by the hero Beowulf. 


The Christian Calendar 


About 532 a monk in Rome invented the dat- 
ing system by which we now refer to events 
of this era. Dionysius, who called himself |} 
Exiguus (“the Little”), was a gifted mathema-__ |; 
ticilan, astronomer, and theological scholar. 

'| He intended only to set down rules for work- 

| ing out the correct date of Easter. In fact, he 


created the Christian calendar and started the 
practice of dating events as A.D., or anno domini — 
nostri Jesu Christi, meaning, “in the year of our 
Lord.” (In 1627 the scholar Petavius invented 
the parallel system of dating events B.c., or 
“before Christ.”) However, because of a lack — 

| of historical data, Dionysius miscalculated the 
probable date of Jesus’ birth by as much as sev- 
en years. The Nativity, according to scholars 
today, took place between 7 and 4 B.c. 


Many a brave nobleman, while sleeping in Heorot, 
the great hall of Hrothgar, king of the Danes, has been 
eaten by Grendel. It falls to Beowulf, a powerful 
young warrior from the coast of Sweden, to put a stop 
to the carnage. “With bare hands shall I grapple with 
the fiend, fight to the death here, hater and hated!” 
promises Beowulf. Indeed, when Grendel attacks the 
hall, Beowulf fights him and inflicts fatal wounds 
upon the monster. The great hall rings with rejoicing, 
but the next night, Grendel’s mother, a mighty ogress, 
kills the king’s favorite warrior. She then steals off to 
her underwater lair. Undaunted, Beowulf dives after 
the ogress, fights off “throngs of sea-beasts,” and kills 
her with a sword. Peace reigns at last. Fifty years later, 
Beowulf, now a king in Sweden, slays a fire-breathing 
dragon. That feat costs him his life. 
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About 450, boats bringing the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes began to 
arrive on Britain’s shores, as depicted in this 12th-century illumination. 


By the seventh century, the eastern half of the island was theirs. 


a 


In the poem, bits from the Bible are incongruously 
mixed with Norse paganism. The anonymous bard 
was obviously familiar with stories from the Old Tes- 
tament, for he refers to the creation of the Garden of 
Eden and the slaying of Abel by Cain. An almighty 
God is mentioned, but there is no reference to Christ. 
In spite of its biblical overtones, the poem is essentially 
pagan. When Beowulf dies, he is given a pagan burial. 
His body and war gear are burned on a funeral pyre, 
then walled up inside a barrow, or burial mound, no 
doubt much like the one discovered in 1939 at Sutton 
Hoo, England. The bard describes it thus: 


“What remained from the fire 

they cast a wall around, of workmanship 

as fine as their wisest men could frame for it. 
They placed in the tomb both the torques and the jewels, 
all the magnificence that the men had earlier 
taken from the hoard in hostile mood. 

They left the earls’ wealth in the earth’s keeping, 
the gold in the dirt. It dwells there yet, 

of no more use to men than in ages before. 

Then the warriors rode around the barrow, 
twelve of them in all, athelings’ sons. 

They recited a dirge to declare their grief, 

spoke of the man, mourned their King . . . 

they said that he was of all the world’s kings 

the gentlest of men, and the most gracious, 

the kindest to his people, the keenest for fame.” 


Combining ancient legends with actual events in 
Danish history, Beowulf gives vivid glimpses of the 
way of life of the northern barbarians. 


The history of the church in Britain 

Bede recorded that Christianity first came to Britain 
in 156, when “Lucius, a British king, sent him [the 
bishop of Rome] a letter, asking to be made a Chris- 
tian by his direction.” In the fourth century, Jerome 
reported that “Britain in common with Rome, Gaul, 
Africa, Persia, the East, and India, adores one Christ, 


observes one rule of faith.” But there, similarities 
with the church of the later Roman Empire ended. 
British delegates did manage to attend the Synod of 
Anminum, held in northern Italy in 359, but only 
thanks to the charity of the emperor, who paid their 
way. In time, geographic distance, coupled with the 
steady withdrawal of the Roman legions, lessened 
further contact between the long impoverished Brit- 
ish church and the West. 

The coming of the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes al- 
tered radically the history of Britain and its church. 
These fierce warriors pillaged town and countryside, 
slaughtering all who attempted to fight back. In a 
short time, their Germanic language, the ancestor of 
English, had replaced the Latin used in Britain. The 
invaders also introduced the religion of the Norse 
gods, supplanting Christianity with it in many British 
localities. All Anglo-Saxon chieftains claimed descent 
from Woden (Odin), the chief god of the Norse pan- 
theon. (The names of Norse gods survive today in the 
English designations for several days of the week: 
Tuesday, for example, means “the day of Tiu,” the 
war god. Wednesday stands for “Woden’s Day.” 
Thursday is named for Thor, the god of thunder, and 
Friday is “the day of Frigg,” goddess of love.) 


Converting England’s new rulers 

By the sixth century, the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes 
were firmly entrenched in Britain, or England. They 
had divided their newly won territory into a federa- 
tion of four kingdoms: the Jutes took up residence in 
Kent, while the Saxons dispersed to the south, east, 
and west. Their three kingdoms were called Sussex 
(Southern Saxon), Essex (Eastern Saxon), and Wessex 
(Western Saxon). 

It was clear the invaders were there to stay; none- 
theless, British clergy would not obey the new pagan 
conquerors. Moreover, they refused to try to convert 
their rulers. A few of these clergy left for Wales, while 
_ others fled to Gaul. 
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One man, far away in Rome, was deeply concerned 
about the religious life of England’s new rulers. As 
legend has it, about 595 Pope Gregory chanced to see 
a group of blond, fair-skinned boys at a slave auction 
in Rome. When told they were Angles, he retorted, 
“Not Angles but Angels!” Keen to convert this hand- 
some Nordic race, Gregory instituted a powerful 
missionary effort in England. In 597 he sent a Roman 
prior, Augustine, and 40 missionaries to win the favor 
of the Jute ruler, Ethelbert, king of Kent. Augustine 
had reason to hope for success because Ethelbert was 
married to Bertha, a Christian Frankish princess. As 
part of the prenuptial agreement, Bertha had brought 
along a bishop as her personal chaplain. Ethelbert had 
gone so far as to restore a chapel, built outside Canter- 
bury during Roman times, for his new queen. 


This fresco of a Christian in 
prayer, painted about 350, 
graces the wall of a small cha 
in Kent, England. The Celts 
a barbarian people who had 
long lived in Britain, were fir 
introduced to Christianity 

in the second century. Roman 
protection kept the Celtic 
natives safe from invasion anc 
indirectly allowed Celtic 
Christianity, an independent 
form of the faith, to grow. 


3 


stamped at Frankish mints, 
hese gold coins were issued 
ometime after 625. They were 
mong the artifacts found in the 
amous burial mound of a 
eventh-century Anglo-Saxon 
ing in Sutton Hoo, England. 
Che coins and other objects 

vere to aid the pagan king in 
he afterworld. Christian and 
‘agan motifs were often blended 
n Anglo-Saxon art. On this 
vhalebone casket from the 
ighth century, the Adoration 
ifthe Magi is carved next to a 
cene from a Germanic myth. 
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Ethelbert agreed to meet with Augustine, but fear- 
ful that the prior and his entourage would try to work 
their magic under his roof, he insisted on holding the 
meeting outdoors. Later, Ethelbert agreed to give 
Augustine a residence in Canterbury. The ascetic and 
devout lifestyle of the missionaries impressed the 
king; within months he had converted. As Bede 
notes: “Thenceforward great numbers gathered each 
day to hear the word of God. While the king was 
pleased with their faith and conversion, it is said that 
he would not compel anyone to accept Christianity; 
for he had learned . . . that the service of Christ must 
be accepted freely and not under compulsion.” 


The first archbishop of Canterbury 

Hearing that Augustine “had a rich harvest but few to 
help him gather it,” Pope Gregory sent a second 
group of missionaries to England. These men came 
bearing the authority to make Augustine the first 
archbishop of Canterbury and also to create 12 new 
bishoprics in England. In addition, Pope Gregory sent 
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along gifts and a letter of praise to the man who had 
become the church’s champion, King Ethelbert. 
Augustine had converted thousands of Angles, 
Jutes, and Saxons. But the more people he brought 
into the church, the greater became the acrimony 
among the British clergy. Native Britons, or Celts, 
who despised the invaders, felt betrayed by Rome’s 
proselytizing efforts. They refused to accept Augus- 
tine as archbishop or preach to the Anglo-Saxons. 
“We will never, never, preach the faith to this cruel 
race of foreigners who have so treacherously robbed 
us of our native soil,” declared one British abbot. 
The British clergy were fiercely independent and 
refused to comply with Roman observances. They 
celebrated Easter on a different day because they 
would not adopt Rome’s calendar. Moreover, the 
tonsure in England was different from that in Rome. 
In the West, the crown of the head was shaved, leav- 
ing a ring of hair, which was supposed to symbolize 
the crown of thorns. The Celtic custom called for the 
entire front half of a cleric’s head to be shaved. 
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Thanks to Rome’s missionary zeal, most of south- 
ern England accepted the Roman practices, while 
many British churches in the North and West refused 
to conform. Finally, the Anglo-Saxon king Oswy 
called a synod in 664 to settle the matter. After hear- 
ing both sides, he decided in favor of Rome: “Peter is 
guardian of the gates of heaven, and I shall not contra- 
dict him.” The issue of the tonsure was settled also. 
Oswy decreed that all priests adopt the Roman ton- 
sure. (In the Roman Catholic Church, the tonsure 
was wor by monks until 1972, when it was abol- 
ished.) Though the Celtic church was now formally 
aligned with Rome, in Wales and Ireland, it retained 
for years a certain measure of independence. 


While Irish churches in the 
sixth and seventh centuries were 
built mostly of timber and sod, 
Anglo-Saxon churches, such 

as this one at Bradford-on-Avon, 
were made of stone. A great 
monument of Anglo-Saxon 
Christianity ts the Ruthwell 
Cross, right, which stands in the 
church of Ruthwell in 
Dumfriesshire, Scotland. This 
eighth-century cross is 
embellished with carvings of 
biblical scenes and runes, or old 
Germanic writing. The runes 
spell out passages of a poem 

in which the cross itself speaks 
of the Crucifixion: “I held the 
High King, Heaven's Lord. 

I dared not bend. . . . Christ 
was on the Cross.” 


The rise of Theodoric 

By 476, the Western Empire was officially without an 
emperor. Rome was in the hands of a Germanic bar- 
barian king, Odoacer, but Italy was about to suffer 
yet another upheaval. Eyeing Odoacer’s kingdom 
was Theodoric the Ostrogoth. Theodoric had grown 
up at the imperial court in Constantinople, where, as a 
young boy, he had become the prize pawn in a treaty 
between the Ostrogoths and Romans. As part of the 
treaty, the emperor Leo had agreed to pay 300 pounds 
of gold to the barbarians; and to make sure that they 
kept all their promises, Leo demanded as a hostage 
Theodoric, the son of the Ostrogothic king. For some 
10 years, Theodoric remained in Constantinople, 
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A Legendary King of Britain 


In the late fifth or early sixth century, a group of Britons led 
by an intrepid warrior successfully fought off Saxon on- 
slaughts. Though the place and leader of those encounters 
have never been identified, out of them possibly evolved 
one of the great legendary heroes of all time—King Arthur. 

Some historians believe Ambrosius Aurelanius, a soldier, 
was the man we now know as King Arthur; others think the 
real Arthur might have been a northern prince credited with 
a decisive victory. Still others say that Arthur was a prince 
from Dalraida, a Celtic Irish colony in Scotland. 

Nennius, a Welsh chronicler of the ninth century, claimed 
that Arthur not only defeated the Saxons in 12 battles but 
during the climactic encounter, single-handedly killed 960 
men! Although Nennius was the first author to refer directly 
to these exploits, some 250 years earlier a Welsh poet named 
Aneurin had dismissed a famous man-at-arms with the 
comment that though he was brave, “he was no Arthur.” 
And the name Arthur, seldom used in England before the 
sixth century, appears to have become more popular from 
that time on. Presumably then, as now, parents liked to 
name their sons after great men. 

In the 15th century, Sir Thomas Malory, in Le Morte 
d@’Arthur, immortalized Arthurian legend in English litera- 
ture, transforming it into an epic of romantic chivalry. Mal- 
ory entwined the story with legends concerning the Holy 
Grail, sometimes identified as the chalice Christ used at the 
Last Supper. In Malory’s version, instead of merely battling 
Saxon foes, Arthur and his knights of the Round Table per- 
formed heroic deeds and searched unceasingly for the Holy 
Grail. After this time, however, Arthur and his court be- 
came background for the deeds of other heroic characters. 

Malory’s embroidery on Arthurian lore was further 
embellished by the Victorian poet Alfred, Lord Tennyson in 
his epic Idylls of the King. Tennyson’s poetry, in turn, in- 
spired such retellings of the story as T.H. White’s The Once 
and Future King and its adaptation as the Broadway musical 
and later movie Camelot. 
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King Arthur, the subject of countless stories of heroic deeds, is depicted with his 
legendary knights of the Round Table in this 15th-century French woodcut. 


learning how to wage military campaigns but not 
how to read or write. He led a patrician life with the 
wealth bestowed upon him by the emperor. 

Upon his father’s death, Theodoric became king of 
the Ostrogoths. In 488, backed by the new Eastern 
emperor, Zeno, Theodoric led a large army into Italy. 
Within five years, he had not only captured Ravenna 
but had killed Odoacer treacherously with his own 
hands, during the peace banquet to which he had in- 
vited his defeated opponent. It was an ominous begin- 
ning; nonetheless, Theodoric’s 33-year rule was 
marked by peace and stability. 

Keen to repair damages from earlier invasions, 
Theodoric salvaged materials from crumbled ram- 
parts to restore aqueducts and city walls. A contem- 
porary recorded that “he rejuvenated Rome and Italy 
in their hideous old age by amputating their mutilated 
members.” He drained marshes and stabilized the 
price of grain. To secure political alliances with bar- 
barians outside the empire, he married his three 
daughters and two sisters to the chieftains of leading 
tribes. He also conquered Sicily and made inroads into 
present-day Yugoslavia, Hungary, and Germany. 

Theodoric deeply respected the Roman way of life. 
“An able Goth wants to be like a Roman: only a poor 
Roman would want to be like a Goth,” he is said to 
have remarked. Court life was Roman in character, 
with the nobility vying for favors at the palace in 
Ravenna. The Goths of Italy, however, retained their 
own laws and officials, whereas native Italians were 
ruled by Roman officials appointed by Theodoric. 

Like most Goths, Theodoric was an Arian, yet he 
was tolerant of both orthodox Christianity and Juda- 
ism. Initially, he had enjoyed the backing of the Cath- 
olic bishops. But he angered many of them by issuing 
decrees that sternly enforced tolerance of the Jews. 
Church Fathers had long been trying to separate 
Christianity from the influence of Judaism, for fear 
that Jewish rites and rituals would lure Christians 
away. About 523, Christians in Ravenna had gone so 


far as to force Jews to be dunked in baptismal water 
and had even burned synagogues. Theodoric made 
many enemies when he ordered the intolerant Chris- 
tians to rebuild the Jewish houses of worship. At the 
same time, the Arianism of the Ostrogoths was under 
attack in Constantinople, where the emperor Justin 
had dictated heresy laws against the Arians. Theod- 
oric commissioned Pope John I to travel to Constanti- 
nople to plead the Arian cause. Reluctantly, the pope 
met with the emperor, but to no avail. Justin refused 
to change his anti-Arian position, When the pope re- 
turned to Ravenna with the bad news, Theodoric had 
him jailed. The ailing prelate died soon afterward and 
was popularly viewed as a martyr. 

Theodoric came to suspect key people in the court 
at Constantinople of plotting against him. Possibly 
the church was involved, perhaps even the Senate. 
Fear worked insidiously on the aging king. When a 
scheming courtier went to Theodonic in 523 and 
accused the senator Albinus of writing letters to the 
emperor Justin that were highly critical of Theod- 
oric’s governing, Theodoric took the bait and had 
Albinus jailed. Shocked at such action, another sena- 
tor, Boethius, rushed to Albinus’ aid and pleaded his 
innocence before the wary king. 


Boethius the scholar 

Ifany man could have swayed the king, it would have 
been Boethius. A virtuous and intelligent person, he 
was one of the king’s most trusted advisers. Boethius 
had been orphaned at an early age and adopted by 
Symmachus, a former prefect and now a senator. The 
senator’s patrician forefather had been a standard- 
bearer of paganism, but Symmachus the younger was 
a Christian. A wise and gentle man, he had Boethius 
educated in Athens. When Boethius returned home, 
he married his adoptive father’s daughter and entered 
the Senate. Theodoric appointed him consul in 510. 
Boethius, however, was more of a scholar than a 
statesman. One of the few sixth-century men in the 


Graceful, curvilinear designs, 
which became the hallmark of 


much Celtic metalwork, 


were also used on stone. This 


seventh-century Celtic 


Christian slab, from County 
Donegal in Ireland, features a 


cross of interlaced bands. 
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Boethius, the sixth-century 
Roman scholar, assured 

the continuance of liberal arts 
education into the Middle Ages. 
This medieval frontispiece to 
his work On Music shows the 
threefold manifestations of 
music in the cosmos. In the top 
panel, Music, personified as 

a Muse, points to the harmonic 
movements of the universe and 
its elements—earth, air, fire, 
and water. In the middle, she 
directs attention to four men who 
represent the four humors, or 
temperaments, those harmony 
governs human life. The 
bottom panel shows the lowest 
of Music’s guises: instrumental 
music. She shakes her finger 
at the fiddle player. 
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ERE OSIRIS APTOS PROS OT 


West quite familiar with Greek thought, he translated 
many of Aristotle’s and Plato’s works into Latin. 
Theodoric listened to Boethius’ pleas on behalf of 
Albinus but was not moved, for the letters written to 
Justin (undoubtedly forged) incriminated Boethius 
also. Theodoric threw Boethius in jail for treason. 
Sorcery was then added to the charge. Boethius, who 
had a superior knowledge of engineering, had de- 
signed a water-operated clock, for which few under- 
stood the mechanical principles. Its wonders caused 


some people to suspect that Boethius was under the 
power of “the Evil One.” Symmachus pleaded clem- 
ency for Boethius but was himself imprisoned. 

Boethius was kept in the tower of Pavia, some 450 
miles north of Rome. Meanwhile, the Senate set 
about the ugly business of trying his case. Assuming 
he would be found guilty and executed, Boethius 
wrestled with the problem of evil and the suffering of 
the innocent. The result was a philosophical memoir, 
Consolation of Philosophy, which became one of the 
most influential books of the Middle Ages. 

The work begins with Boethius lamenting his fate 
in mournful verses, when suddenly the Muse of phi- 
losophy appears in his cell. “ “But it is rather time,’ 
saith she, ‘to apply remedies, than to make com- 
plaints.’ ” The Muse engages him in debates in which 
she proves that the pleasures of wealth, fame, and po- 
litical influence are only transitory. True happiness, 
she tells him, lies in seeking God in all things. She 
assures Boethius that God sees all and that the deeds of 
evil men are punished and those of the just, rewarded. 
Boethius’ inner peace is restored, and he is ready to 
face his fate. The Consolation ends with Boethius re- 
minding his readers to “embrace virtues, possess your 
minds with worthy hopes. . . . There is, if you will 
not dissemble, a great necessity of doing well imposed 
upon you, since you live in the sight of your Judge, 
who beholdeth all things.” 

About 524 the executioner arrived; Boethius was 
strangled and his property confiscated. Symmachus, 
who had stood by his noble son-in-law, was also sen- 
tenced to death and executed in Ravenna. 

Theodoric did not long survive his victims. In 526, 
according to tradition, he was dining one night on a 
large fish when he suddenly cried out that the dish had 
turned into the angry ghost of Symmachus, whose 
eyes were glaring and whose teeth were growing long 
and needle-sharp to devour him. Theodoric took to 
his bed, shivering in terror, mumbling his remorse. 
Three days later, he died. 


The Ostrogothic succession 

What followed proved disastrous for the Ostrogoths. 
After the death of Theodoric, his widowed daughter 
Amalasuntha became regent to her 10-year-old son, 
Athalaric. Beautiful, well-educated, and intelligent, 
this princess sought a political reconciliation with the 
imperial court at Constantinople, but her ambitions 
were considered unnatural in a warlike and male- 
dominated society. Concerned that she would make 
Athalaric into a Roman puppet, a group of Ostro- 
gothic nobles demanded that she give him over to 
their tutelage. The young prince, accordingly, took 
up life with his hard-drinking and spirited kinsmen. 

The loss of her son drove Amalasuntha into a secret 
correspondence with the new emperor, Justinian. In 
danger from intrigues by her kinsmen, she appealed 
to Justinian for protection in 532 but thought twice 
about going to Constantinople and living under 
Theodora’s unfriendly scrutiny. 

When her 17-year-old son died from drink in 534, 
Amalasuntha lost her regency. She asked her cousin 
Theodahad to join her as coruler, but instead he seized 
the throne and had her imprisoned. A horrified Justin- 
ian sent an ambassador to tell the Ostrogoths that if 
Amalasuntha were not released, his troops would en- 
ter Italy. Theodora, however, countermanded her 
husband’s order; the ambassor was to tell Theodahad 
instead not to fear getting rid of Amalasuntha, for the 
emperor would do nothing. Historians continue to 
debate this act of treachery. Did Theodora act out of 
jealousy or astute policy? With the death of Amala- 
suntha, Justinian would now have a justifiable cause 
to invade Italy, long his dearest wish. 

Amalasuntha was strangled in her bath. This mur- 
der shocked Romans and Ostrogoths alike, for her 
impeccable personal life and her many virtues were 
admired, no matter how ambitious her pursuit of the 
throne might have been. Justinian declared that this 
slaying was justification for war. With these events, 
the 20-year Gothic War began in Italy. 


This section of a sixth-century 
ivory diptych may be a carving 
of Amalasuntha, daughter 

of King Theodoric the Great. 
When she became regent of the 
Ostrogoths, her reign was 
marred by a succession of crises, 
for her noblemen opposed 

her pro-Roman sympathies. 

In 535 she was murdered, and 
her death led to the Gothic 
War in Italy. 
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The above gold coin, which 
bears the image of Theodoric the 
Great, Ostrogothic king of 
Italy, was minted during his 
reign from 493 to 526. 
Theodoric built a large Arian 
church, which later became the 
property of the Catholic 
Church and was named St. 
Apollinare Nuovo. Beautiful 
Byzantine mosaics cover the 
walls of its nave. Represented 
on the wall shown here are 

the facade of Theodoric’s palace 
in Ravenna and a procession 
of 26 martyrs. On the 

panel above are portraits of 

16 biblical prophets. 
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Justinian’s last years 
On May 7, 558, Justinian was shocked to hear that the 
great golden dome of his Hagia Sophia had collapsed, 
weakened by earth tremors. The ruin of Justinian’s 
beloved church seemed to mirror the collapse of his 
empire. Costly military campaigns and huge building 
projects had all but bankrupted the treasury. Then, in 
559, came the terrifying news that an army of Huns 
had advanced to within 30 miles of Constantinople. 
General Belisarius was called out of retirement to 
fight off the invaders. To do the job he had only a 


militia of volunteers in the city. But his legendary 
mental agility saved the day; in an ingenious move he 
tricked the Huns into thinking that his ragtag force 
was far larger than it actually was. Somehow, the 
stratagem worked, and Belisarius was the victor. Un- 
fortunately, the 76-year-old emperor saw fit to inter- 
vene, perhaps due to long-smoldering jealousy of his 
general. For the first and only time in his life, Justinian 
went onto the battlefield. There, he relieved his old 
comrade of his command and paid the Huns a ransom 
for their prisoners. 


In a pathetic attempt to recapture the days of impe- 
rial omnipotence and splendor, Justinian celebrated 
his “victory” with a grand triumphal march through 
the streets of his capital in 559. The procession halted 
only once, so that Justinian could enter the Church of 
the Holy Apostles and pray before the tomb of Theo- 
dora, dead now for more than a decade. 

In his 80th year, Justinian presided over several days 
of festivities to celebrate the opening of a restored 
Hagia Sophia that boasted a new, even higher dome. 
Though the dome was now secure, the same could 
not be said of Justinian’s empire. For more than 35 
years, he had sought to unify the Roman Empire and 
usher in a new era. But the coming of the barbarians 
proved unstoppable. When Justinian died in 565, his 
passing marked the end of a great age. 


The revenge of Procopius 

Despite Justinian’s many accomplishments, the pen of 
a court historian named Procopius would leave a last- 
ing mark upon the emperor’s reputation. Procopius 
was Belisarius’ legal adviser during the general’s war 
years in Persia, Africa, and Italy. His History of the Wars 
records these campaigns so objectively and accurately 
that it is considered a masterwork of historical writing. 
But in 550, the loyal adviser underwent a change of 
heart and began writing a vindictive account of the pri- 
vate lives of Constantinople’s leaders. 

His Secret History reveals scandal upon scandal. In 
an age when Christians and pagans alike believed that 
evil spirits worked wickedness in the world, Procopi- 
us charged that Justinian—just like Domitian and 
Nero—was a “demon-emperor,” who was dedicated 
to destroying humanity. His fellow demon, Theo- 
dora, helped or directed him. Among their alleged 
crimes were murder, plunder of the wealthy, oppres- 
sive taxation of the poor, and destruction of time- 
honored Roman customs. Procopius paints a portrait 
of the empress as a woman motivated exclusively by 
vanity. Any who dared cross her suffered untold hor- 


rors. He describes the youthful years of Theodora in 
nasty and, no doubt, exaggerated detail, asserting that 
she was, among other things, a prostitute who eager- 
ly engaged in obscene performances in theaters. 

Why would so conscientious a historian write so 
scurrilous an attack upon those whose favor he had 
enjoyed for years? In his introduction, Procopius jus- 
tifies his work by saying that it is the duty of histori- 
ans to report the misdeeds of those in power, even 
though he envisaged “the probability that what I am 
now about to write will appear incredible and uncon- 
vincing to future generations.” Some modern-day 
historians posit that Procopius may have been angry 
that he was not appointed to a powerful court posi- 
tion after years of service to the influential Belisarius. 
By the year 550, when the Secret History was com- 
posed, the government was in dire straits. Countless 
wars and massive building projects had left the empire 
nearly bankrupt. Years of financial mismanagement 
and court intrigues had taken their toll. 

The Secret History was destined for publication after 
both the emperor and the historian were dead. In fact, 
the lively work was not discovered until the 17th cen- 
tury, when a copy turned up in the Vatican Library in 
Rome. Historians continue to debate its accuracy. 
Though obviously motivated by spite, Procopius’ 
stories have nonetheless left an indelible mark upon 
one of history’s more remarkable couples. 


The ravages of the Gothic War in Italy 
Two decades of war had completely devastated Italy, 
leaving its cities and towns empty of all life. One cler- 
gyman wrote of that time: “The whole world seemed 
brought to its ancient stillness: no voice in the field, no 
whistling of shepherds. The harvests were un- 
touched.” Exhausted from war, famine, and disease, 
Italy was now powerless to defend itself. 

Chaos reigned. A leader was desperately needed to 
restore civil order. The man who eventually filled this 
need was Gregory. Born about 540 to a noble Roman 
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Gregory the Great was 
immediately canonized after 

his death in 604 and became 

the focus of several legends, 
This 15th-century illustration 
reenacts one of the more popular 
traditions: Pope Gregory 
stopping a plague in Rome in 
590 by leading a procession 

of the faithful for a prayer 
service. Though some 80 people 
died en route, it was said 

that the pestilence vanished 
just as the archangel Michael 
appeared over the emperor 
Hadrian’s monumental tomb. 


family, he rose to the high office of prefect of Rome. 
When the Lombards began menacing the city in the 
570’s, Gregory organized Rome’s defenses against 
them. Though a born leader, Gregory yearned for the 
contemplative, ascetic life of a monk. About 574 he 
gave away most of his inheritance and founded six 
monasteries on his family estates in Sicily and a sev- 
enth one in Rome. Retiring, then, from civic life, he 
settled in St. Andrew’s Monastery in Rome. 

The Lombards swept through northern Italy. Refu- 
gees, including a group of Benedictine monks, 
poured into Rome about 577. The monks carried 
with them a copy of Benedict’s Rule for monastic life 
and gave it to Gregory, who was deeply impressed by 
its wisdom. Gregory himself would have been con- 
tent to remain a monk, but the pope ordained him a 
deacon and sent him as papal ambassador to Constan- 
tinople in 579, to entreat the emperor to send troops 
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against the encroaching Lombards. Gregory proved 
the ideal candidate, for he had a number of influential 
Roman friends at the imperial court. Despite his great 
powers of persuasion, however, no troops were 
forthcoming—the Eastern Empire had none to spare. 
The best that Constantinople could do was bribe the 
Franks in Gaul to attack the Lombards. 


Pope Gregory, “God’s consul” 

In 589 devastating floods swept the Italian country- 
side, destroying crops. Worse still, a new outbreak of 
plague had struck. Pope Pelagius was taken ill and 
died in 590. The church, practically the only remain- 
ing source of order in the West, acted quickly; it unan- 
imously elected Gregory as pope—the first monk ele- 
vated to the papacy. Gregory felt unworthy of the 
task. Unassuming and suffering from poor health, he 
referred to himself as “an ape forced to play the lion.” 


Nevertheless, he was an indefatigable leader whose 
administrative brilliance saved Italy from ruin. 

Gregory immediately set about providing relief for 
the hungry and sick. A prolific letter writer, he at 
once dispatched a letter to the magistrate of Sicily, re- 
questing more grain for Rome. Gregory’s true genius 
lay in his ability to solve difficult administrative prob- 
lems. Many of his surviving 854 letters reveal a man 
with a keen eye for details and solutions. Intent on 
ridding the papal estates of corrupt laymen, Gregory 
wrote detailed instructions to a new cleric on how 
best to safeguard the “patrimony of St. Peter.” There 
was to be no more squandering and waste of precious 
resources. He instructed his administrator to settle 
property disputes and sell unprofitable herds. To en- 
courage conversions, Gregory reduced the taxes of 
converted Jews. Typically, Gregory signed all his let- 
ters, “Servant of the servants of God.” 
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The pope’s holdings included hundreds of square 
miles of land, revenues from which paid clerical sala- 
ries, maintained church buildings, and supported 
charities. The papal estates were soon so efficiently re- 
organized that they provided food for much of Italy. 
Gregory was the first pope to develop a filing system 
to keep track of letters and charitable donations. 

Gregory also tured his attention to spiritual mat- 
ters. Despite poor health, he continued to fast and 
hold nightly prayer vigils, as he had done as a monk. 
He insisted that his clergy adhere to strict laws of obe- 
dience and chastity. To guide future bishops, he 
wrote a handbook, Pastoral Rule. Gregory thought of 
the ideal bishop as someone “who disregards worldly 
prosperity; who fears no adversity.” He could easily 
have been writing about himself. Gregory also wrote 
one book, Dialogues, that is filled with stories about 
the miracles of saints. Dialogues and another work, 
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Homilies, mark a clear break from the densely theo- 
logical works of his predecessors. Unlike Augustine 
or Jerome, Gregory wrote for the ordinary, often un- 
educated Christian. His simple style of folk preaching 
served as a model throughout the Middle Ages. The 
plainsong known as Gregorian chant is also credited 
to Gregory, though some believe it was probably not 
developed until a century after his death. 

As Rome continued to founder, and no help from 
Constantinople arrived, Gregory was forced to de- 
fend his city. In the absence of any civic government, 
he paid, fed, and housed Roman soldiers, appointed 
temporary commanders, and, when possible, negoti- 
ated treaties with the Lombards. Gregory died in 604; 
his epitaph read “God’s consul.” Indeed, no other 
pope before him had wielded such secular power. By 
becoming the supreme ruler of church and state, 
Gregory the Great, as he is now known, redefined the 
role of the pope and paved the way for the powerful 
papacies of the Middle Ages. 


The rise of Islam 
While Gregory was struggling to save the Western 
Empire and uphold the Catholic Church, a charismatic 
Arab named Muhammad was founding a new religion 
that would transform the Arab world. Born in Arabia 
about 570, Muhammad was orphaned in early child- 
hood. Apparently, he earned his living as a caravan 
guide and traveled with a Bedouin tribe. As a young 
man, his wisdom was already evident and many came 
to him for advice. At about age 25 he married a rich 
widow, Khadija, some 15 years his senior. 

Muhammad began to grow disillusioned with the 
polytheistic Arabic religion, which paid homage to 
some 300 deities. He was more impressed with the 
monotheism of Judaism and Christianity and the fact 
that these religions had a sacred text. 

Many Arabs had long believed that they were de- 
scended from Ishmael, the son of Abraham and his 
Egyptian slave, Hagar. Muhammad wanted to bring 


back “the religion of Abraham,” which he believed 
had been practiced in ancient times in Mecca, To pon- 
der the problem, he went to the mountains to pray 
and meditate. In 610, when he was about age 40, 
Muhammad was meditating in a cave, when he had 
the first of a series of visionary experiences. He later 
wrote that the archangel Gabriel had appeared and re- 
vealed to him the word of God. 

After much inner struggle, Muhammad under- 
stood himself to be God’s chosen messenger, whose 
mission was to recite the word of God to his people. 
More divine revelations followed, and Muhammad 
began preaching. Qur'an, the Arabic word for “re- 
cite,” became the title for the written collection of his 
revelations. In the Qur’an, or Koran, Muhammad 
tells of the nature of Allah, or God: “There is nothing 
in heaven or earth beyond the power of Allah. 
Mighty is He and all-knowing.” 

The religion Muhammad founded is called Islam, 
an Arabic word meaning “absolute submission” to 
the will of God. According to Islam, both Judaism 
and Christianity are earlier versions of God’s divine 
plan, which is now completed with Islam. Muham- 
mad considered himself the last prophet in a line that 
included Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. 

The polytheistic Meccans began to persecute the 
followers of Muhammad, who were called Muslims, 
meaning those “who submit to God.” A number of 
them fled to Ethiopia, where they were taken for 
Christians and given refuge. His life at Mecca in peril, 
Muhammad accepted a secret offer to mediate an 
Arab blood feud in Medina. He began his journey to 
Medina on July 16, 622, a date that is revered by his 
followers as the Hegira, or “emigration,” and chosen 
as the start of the Islamic calendar. 

Muhammad settled the feud and soon became the 
leading political, military, and religious authority in 
Medina. The lack of separation between church and 
state has been characteristic of Islamic society ever 
since. In time Muhammad conquered Mecca and 
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Since Islam forbade most representational art, calligraphy grew 
into an omate art form. Here is a leaf from a ninth-century 
Koran, written in Kufic script, one of the oldest Arabic styles. 


ruled Arabia, forcing Arab pagans to convert. By the 
time of his death in 632, the whole Arabian peninsula 
espoused the new faith. 

The first and only major schism in Islam occurred 
shortly after Muhammad’s death. Though he had a 
number of children, he left no sons to carry on his 
work. A dispute over who was the rightful caliph, or 
successor to Muhammad, led to the formation of two 
religious parties, the Sunnis and the Shiites. Despite 
this setback, Islam soon swept over Persia, Syria, and 
Egypt. Within 100 years the Islamic Empire stretched 
from Spain to central Asia. 

Thousands upon thousands embraced Islam and its 
obligatory religious duties, known as “the Five Pillars 
of Islam.” The first pillar requires a profession of 
faith: “I bear witness that there is no God but Allah 
and that Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah.” The 
second pillar demands that all adult Muslims pray five 
times a day, bowing in the direction of Mecca. The 
third pillar calls for a pilgrimage, for everyone who 
can afford it, to the sacred city of Mecca. A daily fast, 


required during the entire month of Ramadan (the 
month in which the prophet first heard God’s revela- 
tions), is the fourth pillar. And the last pillar is the 
payment of an obligatory tax, which goes to charity. 


The triumph of Christianity 
Throughout the first seven centuries of Christianity, 
passionate debates over theology sometimes threat- 
ened to split the church. But it was geography and 
politics that planted the most powerful seeds of 
schism. When Constantine moved the capital of the 
empire from Rome to Constantinople, he inadver- 
tently drove the first wedge between Western and 
Eastern churches. Politics exacerbated the effects of 
distance. With the coming of barbarians, the empire’s 
unity was severely shaken. By the end of the seventh 
century, much of the Byzantine Empire was overrun 
by Islam, and the East was cut off from the West. 
In their isolation, during the Middle Ages, church- 
men in the East carried on some practices that were 
different from those in the West. For example, they 
allowed their lower clergy to marry. They also re- 
vered icons—sacred pictures of Christ, the Virgin 
Mary, and the saints. “The icon is a song of triumph, 
and a revelation, and an enduring monument to the 
victory of the saints and the disgrace of demons,” 
wrote John of Damascus in the eighth century. 
Meanwhile, in the West, the Catholic Church took 
over where the crumbling Roman Empire had left 
off. It became the leading power and the pope its un- 
disputed leader, not only in the church, but often- 
times in the court. Though the Eastern bishops 
looked upon the pope as first bishop of the church, 
they considered him first among equals and did not 
accept his sovereignty over the entire church. 
Tensions between the Eastern and Western 
churches continued to mount. In 863 Pope Nicholas I 
put the matter to the test. He contested the election of 
the new bishop of Constantinople and demanded the 
right to appoint one of his own choosing. 


The bishop of Constantinople added fuel to the fire 
by denouncing the West’s formal inclusion in 794 of 
Filioque (“and from the Son”) in the Nicene Creed to 
indicate that the Holy Spirit comes from both the 
Father and the Son. The East believed (and still does) 
that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father alone. 

Discord between East and West came to a head in 
1054, when a papal bull of excommunication was laid 
upon the altar of Hagia Sophia just as the bishop of 
Constantinople was about to begin services. Mutual 
anathemas were exchanged; schism was inevitable. 
The Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern Ortho- 
dox Church began to go their own ways. 

Both in the East and the West during this period, 
Christianity touched almost every facet of life, from 
education to medical care. For example, the Christian 
tradition of caring for the sick was elevated to new 
heights during the Middle Ages, when a number of 
nursing orders were founded. One of the earliest, the 
Order of the Holy Spirit, was established about 1180. 
Backed by the pope, this order founded numerous 
hospitals throughout Christendom. 

Medieval monasteries also assured the survival of 
ancient works that might otherwise have been lost, 
thanks to their tradition of copying manuscripts. (For 
instance, the West might never have heard of Hippoc- 
rates, the fourth-century B.c. physician, if a monk, 
Constantine the African, had not translated his works 
from Arabic into Latin.) Survival of the seven liberal 
arts of the Middle Ages was due also to monasteries, 
which instructed both monks and laymen in music, 
arithmetic, geometry, logic, astronomy, grammar, 
and rhetoric. Such scholastic training became the 
standard of excellence, and many medieval universities 
incorporated the liberal arts into their curricula. 

In the 16th century, the growing tensions between 
church and state finally sparked a major political and 
religious crisis that led to the Reformation. Religious 
reformers, such as Martin Luther in Germany and 
John Calvin in Switzerland, protested the concept of 


the supreme authority of the church in both spiritual 
and political affairs. Was not the Bible, rather than the 
church, the voice of authority? they asked. 

For centuries, the church had faced countless crises 
and survived. Would the Protestant Reformation sig- 
nal its demise? Apparently not. As had happened in 
the past, theological differences ultimately served to 
spur the church’s growth. In a little more than 100 
years, both Protestant and Catholic churches were 
sending missionaries into the New World. 

In the 20th century, the ecumenical movement has 
explored ways to unite different Christian groups. 
And in 1964 Pope Paul VI met with Athenagoras I, 
patriarch of Constantinople. In the following year, 
they lifted the mutual anathemas that had separated 
their respective flocks for more than 900 years. 


This 13th-century illumination 
of a manuscript depicts a scene 
from an early medieval hospital. 
During the Middle Ages, 
religious orders did much to 
improve medical treatment. The 
Order of the Holy Spirit, for 
example, founded schools 

of surgery and pharmacology. 
Thanks to the support of 

the church and wealthy patrons, 
medical care was free. 


Alaric (c.370—410) king of the Visigoths; sacked 
Rome in 410 


Alexander (c.250—328) consecrated bishop of Alex- 
andria in 313; enemy of Arius and Arianism 


Amalasuntha (498-535) daughter of Theodoric the 
Great; regent of the Ostrogoths 526-534 


Ambrose (c.340—397) consecrated bishop of Milan 
c.373; challenged several of Emperor Theodosius’ 
policies; influenced Augustine’s conversion 


Antoninus Pius (86-161) emperor 138-161; able 
leader who maintained peace 
and prosperity 


Antony of Egypt 
(c.250—356) one of the first 
holy hermits; a model for 
other desert monks 


Arcadius (c.377—408) 
emperor of the East 
383-408; the elder son of 
Theodosius the Great 


Arius (c.250—336) ordained 

a priest in Alexandria c.312; 

taught doctrine that Christ the Son is subordinate 
to God the Father; excommunicated c.318; con- 
demned at Council of Nicaea in 325 


Antoninus Pius 


Athanasius (c.296—373) consecrated bishop 

of Alexandria in 328; the most prominent of the 
anti-Arian Church Fathers; wrote biography of 
Antony of Egypt 


Athenagoras (2nd cent.) Christian apologist, author 
of a defense of Christianity addressed to Marcus 
Aurelius and Commodus 


Attila (c.406—453) king of the Huns 434-453; 
invaded Gaul and Italy; turned back by Pope Leo I 


Augustine of Canterbury (2- c.604) first archbishop 
of Canterbury; sent to Britain by Pope Gregory in 
597 to convert the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes 


Augustine of Hippo (354-430) bishop of Hippo in 
North Africa 395-430; wrote Confessions, a spiritual 
autobiography, and City of God; his theological 
teachings on grace and predestination influential in 
both Catholicism and Protestantism to this day 
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Aurelian (c.215-275) emperor 270-75; 
waged war and won back Gaul, Spain, Britain, 
Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia 


Bar Kokhba (?-c.135) leader of the Jewish war 
(132-135) for independence from Roman mule 


Basil of Caesarea (c.330-379) Cappadocian father; 
consecrated bishop of Caesarea in 370; founded a 
monastic community in Cappadocia 


Belisarins (c.505-565) Byzantine general appointed 
by Justinian I to command the army against the 
Persians in 530; stopped the Nika revolt, defeated the 
Vandals, and fought in Italy in the Gothic War 


Benedict (c.480—c.550) monk who founded a 
monastery in Monte Cassino in Italy c.520; wrote 
the Rule, a guide for the monastic life 


Boethius (c.480—c.524) Roman senator and philoso- 
pher; accused of treason by Theodoric; while await- 
ing execution wrote the Consolation of Philosophy 


Caecilian (?—c.345) consecrated bishop of Carthage 
in 311; played an important role in the early 
stages of the Donatist controversy 


Caligula (12-41) emperor 37-41; insane; pro- 
claimed himself a living god; caused great unrest 
among the Jews 


Caracalla (188—217) emperor 211-217; granted citi- 
zenship to virtually all free men, perhaps to increase 
the tax base 


Carinus (2-285) emperor 283-285; reign marked by 
abuses and extravagant spectacles 


Cassiodorus (c.485-c.580) Roman statesman, 
monk, and author; encouraged monastic scholarship 


Celsus (2nd cent.) pagan philosopher; c.178 wrote 
the first important polemic against Christians, whom 
he accused of being traitors to the Roman Empire 


Claudius I (10 8.c.—54 A.p.) emperor 41-54; | 
expelled Jews from Rome in 49 


Claudius IT (214-270) emperor 268-270; restored | 
discipline in the army and checked the invasions of 
the Goths 


Clement of Alexandria (c.150—c.215) Greek theolo- 
gian whose writings emphasized both intellectual 
and mystical aspects of Christianity 


Clovis (c.466—511) king of the Franks 481-511; 
extended the Frankish kingdom; was baptized an 
orthodox Christian in 496 


Columba (c.521-597) Irish missionary who founded 
a mission c.563 on Iona, an island off the western 
coast of Scotland 


Commodus (161-192) emperor 180-192; son of 
Marcus Aurelius; reign marked by economic decline 
and tyrannical abuses 


Constans I (c.323-350) emperor in the West 
337-350; youngest son of Constantine the Great 


Constantine I the Great (c.280—337) emperor 307- 
337; won the Battle of the Milvian Bridge in 312; in 
313 issued with his co-emperor Licinius the Edict of 
Milan legalizing all religions; convened the Council 
of Nicaea in 325 and dedicated Constantinople as 

an imperial city in 330 


Constantine IT (317-340) emperor in the West 
337-340; son of Constantine the Great 


Constantius I (250-306) 
emperor 305—306; became a 
member of Diocletian’s 
tetrarchy in 293; father of 
Constantine the Great 


Constantius II (324-361) 
emperor in the East 337-361; 
son of Constantine the Great 


Cyril (c.375-444) 
consecrated bishop of Alex- 
andria in 412; opposed Bishop Nestorius, thus pro- 
voking the Christological controversy; 

writings used at the Council of Ephesus in 431 


Damasus (c.304—384) pope 366-384; the first Ro- 
man bishop to term the See of Rome the Apostolic 
See; commissioned Jerome to revise the Latin 
translations of the Greek New Testament 


Decius (c.201—251) emperor 249-251; persecuted 
Christians in an attempt to restore the preeminent 
status of traditional state cults 


Constantius I 


Dio Cassius (c.155-235) Roman historian and poli- 
tician; wrote a History of Rome, which was a chronicle 
of the city, the republic, and the empire, from 
Rome’s origins to the year 229 


Diocletian (245-313) emperor 284—305; created 
the tetrarchy (four-man rule), officially dividing the 
empire into East and West; 
attempted economic reform 
but failed; began persecutions 
against Christians in 303; 
retired voluntarily in 305 


Dionysius the Areopagite 
(ist cent.) converted by the 
Apostle Paul in Athens; 

his name later associated 
with several sixth-century 
mystical writings 


Diocletian 


Dionysius the Great 

(c.200—c.264) consecrated bishop of Alexandria in 
247, student of Origen, later head of Origen’s 
Catechetical School 


Dioscoros (?—454) bishop of Alexandria 444-451; 
deposed and banished by Council of Chalcedon in 
451 for defending the heretic Eutyches 


Domitian (51-96) emperor 81-96; proclaimed him- 
self “lord and god” and persecuted those who 
would not worship him 


Donatus (?—c.355) one of two rival bishops in 
Carthage c.312; started a schisratic movement 
(later called Donatism) that was intolerant of lapsed 
Christians 


Elagabalus (c.204—222) emperor 218-222; educated 
as a high priest of the Syrian sun god, whose cult 

he brought to Rome 

Epictetus (?—c.130) Greek philosopher of the Stoic 
school 


Ethelbert of Kent (c.560—616) first Christian English | 
king; converted by Augustine of Canterbury c.597 


Eudoxia (?—404) empress of the Eastern Empire 
395-404; wife of Arcadius; instrumental in forcing 
John Chrysostom into exile 


Eugenius (?—394) usurper of the Western Empire in 
392; a pagan sympathizer; defeated and killed in 
394 by Theodosius the Great 


Eusebius (c.260-—c.340) consecrated bishop of 
Caesarea c.315; prolific author best known for his 
Ecclesiastical History, which chronicles the first 
three centuries of Christianity 


Eusebius (?—c.341) bishop of Nicomedia, later made 
bishop of Constantinople in 339; Arian sympa- 
thizer who instructed Wulfila; religious adviser to 
Constantine the Great, whom he baptized in 337 


Eutyches (c.378—454) head of a Constantinople 
monastery and imperial favorite; condemned at 
Council of Chalcedon for his Monophysite teachings 
concerning the nature of Christ 


Flavian (2-449) consecrated bishop of Constan- 
tinople in 446; attempted but failed to depose 
Eutyches; died of injuries sustained at the Council of 
Ephesus of 449 


Gaiseric (?—477) king of the Vandals 428-477; 
conquered northern Africa; captured Rome in 455 


+ Galerius (c.250—311) emperor of the East 305-311; 


member of Diocletian’s tetrachy; carried on per- 
secutions against the Christians from 303 until 311, 
when he issued an edict of toleration 


Galla Placidia (c.390—450) empress 421; regent 
425—c.440; daughter of Theodosius the Great; 
captured by the Goths, then later was returned to her 
brother Honorius and eventually ruled as regent for 
her son, Valentinian III 


Gallienus (?—268) emperor 253—268; stopped bar- 
barian invasions and persecutions against Christians; 
supported the views of philospher Plotinus 


Gallus (203-253) emperor 251-253 


Gamaliel (1st cent.) an illustrious rabbi who 
advocated leniency for the Apostles brought before 
the Sanhedrin 


Gratian (359-383) emperor 367—383; as a 
Christian, ended government subsidies to several 
Roman pagan cults and removed the Altar of 
Victory from the Senate House 


Gregory I the Great (c.540-604) pope 590-604; 
organized Italy’s defenses against the invading 
Lombards and strengthened the church 


Gregory of Nazianzus (c.329-—c.389) Cappadocian 
father who helped develop the theology of the 
Trinity; in his writings affirmed the Nicene Creed 


Gregory of Nyssa (c.330—395) Cappadocian father; 
younger brother of Basil; consecrated bishop of 
Nyssa c.371; championed Nicene cause 


Gregory the Illuminator (c.240—332) founder of the 
Armenian Church and patron saint of Armenia 


Gregory Thaumaturgus (c.213-—270) consecrated 
bishop of Neocaesarea c.238; credited with 
performing many miracles, which eamed him the 
the name Thaumaturgus (“Wonderworker”) 


Gregory of Tours (c.539—594) consecrated bishop of 
Tours in 573; author of History of the Franks 


Hadrian (76—138) emperor 117-138; suppressed 
Jewish rebellion of 135 


Helena (c.255—c.330) 
mother of Constantine the 
Great; according to legend, 
found the cross of Jesus 

in Jerusalem; instrumental in 
popularizing pilgrimages 

to the Holy Land 


Hippolytus of Rome 
(c.170—c.236) theologian 
and martyr; chronicled 
much of third-century 
church practices and heresies; subject of disputed 
election as bishop of Rome 


Honorius (384-423) emperor of the West 395-423; 
son of Theodosius the Great; ended gladiatorial 
contests 


Hadrian 


Hypatia (c.370—415) Neoplatonic philosopher, 
mathematician; taught at the Museum of Alexandria; 
murdered by a band of militant lay monks 


Ignatius (c.35—c.107) bishop of Antioch who wrote 
seven letters to Christians while being taken to 
martyrdom in Rome 
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Innocent I (2-417) pope 402—417; pope during the 
Pelagian controversy 


Trenaeus (c.130—202) theologian and bishop of 
Lyons; opposed Gnosticism and Marcionism 


Jerome (c.345—c.420) biblical scholar; his Latin 
translation of the Bible, the Vulgate, used by 
Roman Catholics up until the 20th century 


Johanan ben Zakkai (1st cent.) rabbi; escaped dur- 
ing siege of Jerusalem in 70 and started a rabbinical 
school at Jamnia, 30 miles west of Jerusalem 


John of Antioch (?—c.441) consecrated bishop of 
Antioch in 428; after the Council of Ephesus, agreed 
to depose Bishop Nestorius, in order to avert schism 


John Chrysostom (c.347—407) consecrated bishop of 
Constantinople in 398; a brilliant orator; was 

falsely accused of heresy at the Synod of the Oak in 
403 and exiled 


Josephus (c.37—c.100) Jewish priest, military com- 
mander, and historian who, under Roman patron- 
age, wrote a history of the Jewish War of 66—70 


Judah ha-Nasi (c.135-220) 
rabbi and sage; directed the 
compilation of the Mishnah, 
the first written record of 
the oral law 


Julia Domna (c.167~217) 
empress, wife of Septimius 
Severus; known as Julia the 
Philosopher 


Julian the Apostate 
(332-363) emperor 361-363; 
ardently promoted 

a return to paganism at expense of Christianity 


Justin (c.450-527) emperor 518-527; usurped 
throne when head of palace guard; anti-Arian in his 
policies; bequeathed rule to his nephew Justinian 


Justin Martyr (c.100-165) Christian apologist and 
theologian who was martyred for his faith 


Julian the Apostate 


Justina (?—c.389) regent for her son, Valentinian II; 
as an Arian, opposed Bishop Ambrose of Milan 
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Justinian I (483-565) Byzantine emperor 527-565; 
codified Roman law; extended borders of Byzan- 
tine Empire; as an orthodox Christian, built Hagia 
Sophia and many other churches 


Lactantius (c.240—c.320) Christian apologist and 
historian celebrated for his poem The Phoenix 


Leo I the Great (c.400—461) pope 440-461; wrote 
the Tome, which helped settle the debate at the 
Council of Chalcedon about the nature of Christ; 
later, bribed the Huns to spare Rome and mitigated 
destruction in Rome by the Vandals 


Licinius (270-325) emperor 308-324, co-emperor 
with Constantine the Great, with whom he signed 
Edict of Milan legalizing Christianity; later 

carried out his own persecutions until Constantine 
defeated him 


Lucian of Antioch (c.240-—312) theologian and 
martyr; a follower of Origen; founded a school in 
Antioch, where he taught Arius 


Mani (216-c.276) Persian prophet from Babylonia 
who founded Manichaeism 


Marcellus (?—c.374) bishop of Ancyra; strong 
supporter of orthodoxy at the Council of Nicaea 


Marcion (c.85—c.160) Christian reformer who 
founded Marcionite heresy 


Marcus Aurelius (121-180) emperor 161-180; Stoic 
philosopher; author of Meditations 


Martin of Tours : (c.316-397) consecrated bishop of 
Tours c.371; patron saint of France 


Maxentius (?—312) usurper of the empire in the 
West 306-312; defended pagan cults; was defeated 
by Constantine the Great in 312 at Milvian Bridge 


Maximian (c.240—310) emperor 286-305, 306-308; 
member of Diocletian’s tetrarchy and father of 
Maxentius 


Maximinus Daia (2-313) emperor of the East 307- 
313; nephew of Galerius; a merciless persecutor of 
Christians; finally defeated by Licinius 


Maximus (?-388) usurper of the Western Empire 
383-388; ordered the execution of Priscillian, the 
bishop of Avila, the first heretic executed by the state 
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Menas (?—552) bishop of Constantinople who sided 
with Justinian in the Three Chapters controversy 


Miltiades (2-314) pope c.310-314; convened a 
conference at which Donatism was condemned 


Monica (c.331-c.387) mother of Augustine 
Muhammad (c.570-632) founder of Islam 


Nero (37-68) emperor 54-68; blamed Christians for 
the burning of Rome in 64; 
committed suicide after the 
Senate declared him an 
enemy of the state 


Nerva (c.30-—98) emperor 
96—98; restored order 

to empire after the disastrous 
reign of Domitian 


Nestorius (c.381—c.450) 
consecrated bishop of 
Constantinople in 428; 
preached an unorthodox 
view of Christ’s nature; was denounced as a heretic 


Novatian (c.200—c,257) Roman presbyter; strictly 
opposed readmittance of lapsed Christians to the 
church; died a martyr 


Odoacer (c.433—493) first barbarian king of Italy 
476-493; murdered by Theodoric 


Origen (c.185—c.254) leading theologian of the early 
Greek church; developed first systematic theology 
Ossius (or Hosius) (c.256—357) consecrated bishop 
of Cordoba c.296; anti-Arian adviser to Constantine I 
Papias (c.60—130) bishop of Hierapolis in Asia 
Minor; gathered oral traditions about the life and 
teachings of Jesus 

Patrick (c.390-c.460) British missionary who Chris- 
tianized Ireland; patron saint of Ireland 

Paul of Samosata (3rd cent.) heretical bishop of An- 
tioch 260-268; finance minister for Queen Zenobia 


Paul of Thebes (c.228-c.341) early Christian hermit 
who lived in the Egyptian desert 


Pelagius (c.354—c.418) British monk and theologian 
who championed free will and rejected Augustine’s 
views on predestination; denounced as a heretic 


Perpetua (c.180—c.202) Christian catechumen 
whose dreams just before her martyrdom were set 
down in The Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas 


Philip (224-249) emperor 244-249; known as “the 
Arabian”; presided over celebration of the 1,000th 
anniversary of Rome’s founding; sympathetic to 
Christians; killed while fighting Decius 


Pliny the Elder (c.23-79) Roman historian and 
naturalist 


Pliny the Younger (c.61—c.112) Roman nobleman 
and administrator; wrote a famous letter to Trajan 
in 112 asking about the legal status of Christians 


Plotinus (c.205-270) philosopher and mystic; 
father of Neoplatonism 


Polycarp (c.69—c.155) revered early bishop of 
Smyrna; died a martyr 


Porphyry of Tyre (c.232—c.303) Neoplatonic phi- 
losopher; student and biographer of Plotinus; op- 
posed Christianity and wrote Against the Christians 


Priscillian (c.340—386) bishop of Avila; led an 
ascetic movement; denounced, perhaps unjustly, as 
a heretic and executed 


Probus (232-282) emperor 276-282; vanquished 
barbarians and restored peace but was killed by his 
own soldiers 


Procopius (mid—th century) Byzantine historian 
who recorded many of 
Belisarius’ military cam- 
paigns; later wrote the Secret 
History, a scathing insider’s 
account of Justinian’s 
government 


Pulcheria (399-453) sister of 
and regent for Theodosius II 
414-416; empress of the 
East 450-453 


Romulus Augustulus 
(c.461-?) emperor 475-476; 
considered the last Roman emperor of the West 


Romulus Augustulus 


Septimius Severus (145-211) emperor 193-211; es- 
tablished a military dictatorship 


Shapur I, I (3rd and 4th cent.) Sassanian kings of 
Persia 


Simeon Stylites (c.390—459) the first pillar saint; 
lived atop a pillar for 37 years 


Sixtus IT (?-—258) elected pope in 257; martyred dur- 
ing the persecution by emperor Valerian 


Stilicho (c.365—408) Roman general, though son 
ofa Vandal chieftain; defeated Alaric, the Visigothic 
king; later, beheaded by Emperor Honorius 


Sylvester (?-335) pope 314-335; sent two envoys to 
the Council of Nicaea 


Symmachus (c.340—c.402) Roman senator and 
orator; in 384 made a celebrated speech in defense 
of paganism; repeatedly sought to have the Altar of 
Victory returned to the Senate 


Tacitus (c.55—c.120) Roman historian; one of the 
first pagan writers to mention the Crucifixion 


Tacitus (200-276) emperor 275~—276; senator and 
descendent of Tacitus the historian; made emperor 
after the murder of Aurclian 


Tertullian (c.163—c.230) Christian apologist; the 
first important Christian writer to write in Latin 


Theodora (c.495-—548) Byzantine empress 527-548; 
wife of Justinian I; sided with the Monophysites, 
though her husband was a supporter of orthodoxy 


Theodore of Mopsuestia (c.350—428) Eastern theo- 
logian; teacher of Nestorius 


Theodoric the Great (c.455-526) Ostrogothic 
king of Italy 493-526, who adopted Roman style of 


governing; executed Boethius for treason 


Theodosius I the Great (c.346—395) emperor 379- 
; 395; as an orthodox Christian issued laws against 
heretics; in two notable instances submitted to the 
will of Ambrose, bishop of Milan 


Theodosius IT (401-450) emperor of the East 
408-450; grandson of Theodosius I 


Theophilus (?—412) bishop of Alexandria 385-412; 
may have instigated destruction of the great pagan 
Temple of Serapis in 391 


Titus (39-81) emperor 79-81; Roman commander 
during the fall of Jerusalem in 70; as emperor, 
completed the Colosseum c.80 


Trajan (53-117) emperor 
98-117; took office in 99; 
born in Spain, first 
non-Italian emperor; expand- f 
ed empire, conquering Dacia 
(present-day Romania) 


Valens (c.328-—378) Eastern 
emperor 364-378; 
killed by Visigoths at the 


| Battle of Adrianople in 378 


Valentinian I, I, III Western emperors: 364-375; 
375-392, 425-455 


Valentinus (2nd cent.) Gnostic leader; probable au- 
thor of one of the texts found at Nag Hammadi 


Valerian (2—c.269) emperor 253-260; the only 
emperor taken prisoner by an enemy, the Persians 


Vespasian (9-79) emperor 69—79; doubled taxes to 
rebuild Rome after Nero’s gross abuses; began the 
construction of the Colosseum 


Victor I (2-198) pope 189-198; bid churches in Asia 
Minor to keep the same date for Easter as Rome 
Vigilius (?—555) pope 537-555; coerced by the 
emperor Justinian in 553 to support his edict against 
the Three Chapters 

Wulfila (or Ulphilas) (c.311-383) Arian bishop to 
the Goths; translated the Bible into Gothic 

Zeno (c.450- 491) Eastern emperor 474-491; helped 
put the barbarian Theodoric in charge of Italy 
Zenobia (?-c.274) queen of Palmyra (Syria); 
conquered Syria, Egypt, and much of Asia Minor; 
captured by Emperor Aurelian and taken to Rome 
Zosimus (2-418) pope 417-418; briefly restored 

the controversial monk Pelagius to the church, until 
Augustine convinced him to denounce Pelagius 


agape love of God or neighbor (the traditional, 
now somewhat old-fashioned, synonym in this 
sense is “charity”); also, the early Christians’ 
love feast commemorating the Last Supper 


agrapha sayings attributed to Jesus that do not 
appear in the four Gospels of the New Testament 


anathema someone or something banned or cut 
off from a religious body; also, an ecclesiastical 
condemnation or excommunication 


Apocrypha a group of Old Testament books that 
are wholly or partially accepted as Scripture in 
Roman Catholic and Greek Orthodox churches 
but not included in the Hebrew Scriptures and 
thus rejected by most Protestants; also, early 
Christian writings composd in forms similar to 
New Testament writings but not included in the 
Christian Scriptures 


apologists defenders of the faith whose writings 
aimed to win over educated nonbelievers by a 
reasoned defense of Christianity 


apostate one who repudiates his religious faith 


Apostles the 12 disciples commissioned by Christ 
to proclaim the gospel, also including Matthias, 
who replaced Judas Iscariot, and Paul; term also 
applied to the earliest Christian missionaries, 

as well as some notable later ones— Patrick, for 
instance, sometimes known as the Apostle 

of Ireland 


Apostles’ Creed one of the earliest creeds, which 
begins, “I believe in God, the Father almighty”; 
used only in the Western church 


apostolic age the period from the death of Jesus 
Christ until the reign of Trajan, during which 
the Apostles lived and worked 


apostolic succession the concept that the authority 
for the ministry of the Christian church goes 

back in a continuous succession of bishops to the 
Apostles and from there to Christ himself 


KEY TERMS 


Aramaic the widely used Semitic language that 
was the vernacular spoken and written by Jews of 
Palestine in the time of Christ 


Arianism Arius’ teaching that Jesus was not co- 


! eternal with God and that therefore the Son was 
| inferior to the Father; declared a heresy by the 


orthodox church 


Ascension Jesus’ ascent into heaven after his 
resurrection from the dead 


Athanasian Creed a statement of faith that like 
the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed 
emphasized belief in the Trinity but unlike them 
included anathemas; formerly attributed to 
Athanasius but probably developed in southern 
Gaul in the early fifth century 


augustus title, meaning “revered,” given to the 
first Roman emperor and later to a senior emperor 
of the Eastern or Western Roman Empire 


basilica a rectangular law court or exchange 
building with a central nave flanked by colonnad- 
ed aisles, a style taken over by Christian church 
builders under the later Roman empire 


bishop one of the overseers of a Christian 
congregation in the earliest church; by the early 
second century bishops beginning to gain 
importance as the single heads of the church 

in a city or region 


caesar title of a junior emperor of the Eastern or 
Western Roman Empire 


canon the list of books officially accepted as 
Scripture; more generally, one of the rulings on 
matters of faith, morals, or discipline issued by an 
ecclesiastical authority (the word comes from 
Greek kanon “measuring rod”) 


catacombs subterranean burial places used by ear- 
ly Christians of Rome 


catechumen person undergoing instruction to 
prepare for Christian baptism 


catholic universal, not local or sectarian; by 
the fifth century, used by most Christians of the 
Western Empire to describe themselves 


Chi-Rho the first two Greek letters of (CHR)ist, 
adopted as an insignia by Constantine the Great 


Christology the study of the relationship of the 
divine and human in the person of Christ 


circumcision a Jewish ritual that ceased to be 
mandatory for Gentile converts to Christianity 
after the first Jerusalem Council (about A.D. 48); 
still practiced, however, by Jewish Christians 
and certain other communities on the fringes of 
the Roman Empire 


confession a declaration or profession of faith 
made prior to baptism or martyrdom; also, an 
acknowledgment of sin expressed communally 
as a part of Christian worship or individually in 
public or private 


confessor an early Christian who was punished 
for confessing his or her faith but did not suffer 
martyrdom 


consubstantial “sharing the same substance or 
being,” said of the persons of the Trinity; in Latin 
consubstantialis was used as an equivalent of 

the Greek homoousios and expressed the core of the 
orthodox creed in contrast to Arianism 


Coptic the language spoken by native Egyptians 
from about the 3rd to the 10th centuries; the 
language of some important surviving Gnostic 
writings; the liturgical language of the Coptic 
church of Egypt 


council a meeting of church officials that is con- 
vened to rule on issues of doctrine or discipline (a 
regional council is a synod) 


deacon a “servant,” or officer, of an early congre- 
gation, subordinate to the bishop and presbyter 


Diatessaron a second-century conflation of the 
four Gospels into a single narrative, used in early 
congregations in the Syriac-speaking East 


Didache the “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles,” 
a manual for early congregations; one of the 
oldest Christian writings, dating from the late 
first century 


Docetism the teaching that Christ only seemed to 
be human and only appeared to suffer 


Donatism schismatic movement of African 
Christians who broke from the Western church 
after 311, insisting on rigorous standards of purity 
in the church and rejecting all who compromised 
their faith under persecution 


eschatology doctrines concerning the end of the 
world and mankind’s ultimate destiny 


Essenes Jewish religious party that included the 
monastic sect whose sacred writings comprised 
the Dead Sea Scrolls; may have influenced John 
the Baptist and possibly Jesus 


Filioque Latin for “and [from] the Son,” words 
added to the Nicene Creed to make it say that 
the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Son as well as 
from the Father; the earliest known instance in 
a Spanish council of the sixth century; 
eventually accepted by Western Christians but 
rejected by churches of the East 


Gnosticism the teaching that matter is evil 
and salvation achievable only through secret 
knowledge (gnosis), which enables one to 
ascend to the world of light that was the soul’s 
original home 


God-fearers pagans who were attracted to Juda- 
ism and worshiped in the synagogues but did not 
become proselytes; prime candidates for Christian 
conversion in apostolic times 


heresy belief held by a professed Christian that 
opposes orthodox doctrine, especially a belief 
denounced by the church 


homoiousios “of like substance,” said by some 
Christians to be the Son’s relation to the Father; 
term used to attempt to reconcile the Nicene and 
Arian parties after the Council of Nicaea (325) 


homoousios “of identical substance,” or 
“consubstantial,” stated in the Nicene Creed to be 
the Son’s relation to the Father (in other words, 
the Son is just as divine as the Father); term that 
won a truce among opposing parties at the 
Council of Nicaea 


Immaculate Conception the doctrine that the 

; Virgin Mary was conceived without the taint of 

| original sin, a concept not explicit in Scripture 

| but in later times linked to the idea of Mary’s 
sinlessness as Theotokos (“Mother of God”), a title 
affirmed at the Council of Ephesus (431) 


Incarnation che doctrine that the Second Person 
of the Trinity took on human flesh as Jesus Christ 


Islam the religion founded by Muhammed in the 
seventh century (the word in Arabic means 
“absolute submission [to God]”) 


Judaism the religion of the Jews, who at the time 
of Christ were spread throughout the world 
from Spain to Mesopotamia with the Temple in 
Jerusalem as the center of their religious life; after 
the destruction of the Temple in A.p. 70, char- 
acterized by development of rabbinical Judaism 


labarum the military standard adopted by Con- 
stantine, bearing the initials Chi-Rho 
(see Chi-Rho) 


lapsi “fallen,” or “lapsed,” Christians who in 
varying degrees denied their faith during 
persecutions and subsequently sought readmission 
into their congregations 


Logos Christ as the “Word” of God (a Greek 
term meaning “Word” or “Reason” used in the 
Gospel of John and other Christian theology) 


Mandaeans a Gnostic group claiming to be spiri- 
tual descendants of John the Baptist and surviving 
to this day in the vicinity of Baghdad 


Manichaeism a dualistic religion, founded 

by the Persian prophet Mani in the third century, 
which combines elements of Gnosticism, 
Christianity, Zoroastrianism, and Buddhism 


Marcionites followers of the second-century 
teacher Marcion’s doctrine that Christ’s gospel 
was one of grace, not law, and that Christ was 
sent into the world by the true God in order to 
undo the work of a putatively evil Creator 


Milan, Edict of, in 313 the legal recognition of 
Christianity by a Roman government, guarantee- 
ing equal toleration of all religions 


Mishnah a compilation of the oral law of the 
Jews, committed to writing around the end of the 
second century, forming much of the foundation 
upon which the Talmud came to be based 


Mithraism the mystery religion of the Persian sun 
god Mithras, often represented symbolically 
slaying a bull; widespread among Roman soldiers 
in the second and third centuries; exhibited simi- 
larities to Christian belief and ritual 


Monarchianism a movement in early Christianity 
to uphold the unity (“monarchy”) of the God- 
head, leading to the views that either Christ was 
not divine until “adopted” by the Holy Spirit at 
the time of his baptism or that he was one 
manifestation, or mode, of the single divine being 


Monophysitism the doctrine that Christ had a 
single, divine nature after the Incarnation (the 
orthodox teaching is that he had both divine and 
human natures), a view held by the Coptic and 
Jacobite churches 


Montanism a second-century prophetic 
movement, named for Montanus, who taught 
that Christ would soon return; also known as the 
New Prophecy 


Muratorian Canon the oldest surviving list of 
the writings that make up the New Testament, 
reflecting the Christian canon used in Rome at 
the end of the second century 


Muslim an adherent of Islam (Arabic word for 
“one who submits {to God]”) 


mysticism direct knowledge of or union with the 
divine through personal spiritual experience (such 
experience is described in some passages of Paul’s 
letters, Revelation, and the writings of certain 
Church Fathers, including Clement of Alexan- 
dria, Gregory of Nyssa, and Augustine) 


neophyte a recently baptized Christian 


Neoplatonism a philosophy based on Plato’s 
teachings, developed into a mystical theology by 
the third-century philosopher Plotinus and 

his disciples 

Nestorians followers of Nestorius, who held that 
Christ was composed of two persons, one divine 
and one human; after Nestorius was condemned 
by the Council of Ephesus (431), migrated 
eastward as far as China 


New Testament the collection of authoritative 
writings that form the second of the two grand 
divisions of the Christian Bible, containing 
accounts of Jesus and documents of the early 
church; first became known as the New 
Testament around a.p. 200 


Nicene Creed the confession of faith adopted by 
the Council of Nicea (325); also, the version of it 
issued by the Council of Constantinople (381) 
and accepted in both East and West to this day 


Old Testament Christian designation for the 
Hebrew Scriptures, the first of the two grand 
divisions of the Christian Bible 


original sin the doctrine that sin entered the 
world through the disobedience of Adam and Eve 
and has been transmitted at birth to all humans 
ever since 


pagan inthe parlance of early Christians, a 
“rustic” or “civilian,” used to mean a polytheist, 
neither Christian nor Jewish 


patriarch starting in the sixth century, a title 
for the bishops of the five most important cities 
of Christendom: Rome, Alexandria, Jerusalem, 
Antioch, and Constantinople 


Pelagianism the teachings of Pelagius, asserting 
man’s natural ability to take the first steps toward 
his own salvation through free will 


Pentecost the Feast of Weeks, the Jewish festival 
held 50 days after Passover; in Christianity, the 
celebration on the seventh Sunday after Easter of 
the descent of the Holy Spirit on the Apostles, 
sometimes called the birthday of the church 
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pope originally any bishop of the church (Latin 
papa and Greek papas both mean “father”); by the 
10th century came to refer exclusively to the 
Roman Catholic bishop of Rome 


predestination the doctrine that some 
persons are providentially guided to salvation, 
in accord with God’s foreordained plan 


presbyter a presiding elder of an early congrega- 
tion, at first the same as a bishop; in later 
times, a priest 


prophets in the Old Testament, those who 
delivered God’s message to Israel; also, a class of 
Christian ministers mentioned both in the New 
Testament and the Didache (they apparently 

died out in the second century) 


proselytes converts to Judaism who, if male, 

had undergone circumcision and obtained full 
admission to the Jewish community, as 

distinct from the sympathizers and semi-converts 
known as God-fearers 


Q modern name (from German Quelle, “source”) 
for the now lost common document from 

which some parts of the Gospels of Matthew and 
Luke are believed to have been drawn 


Sacraments from Latin sacramentum, a soldier's 
oath of allegiance, hence in Christian use, baptism 
and communion as outward signs and pledges of 
an inward and spiritual grace; at various times and 
in different denominations, other rites have been 
identified as sacraments, including matrimony, 
confirmation, and anointing of the sick 


saints in New Testament usage, members of 
Christian congregations; also, later, the 
exceptionally holy persons, many of them 
martyrs, who came to be venerated starting in 
the mid-second century 


Sanhedrin the high council of the Jews in 
Jerusalem, having authority in both religious and 
civil law; abolished about 425 when the Romans 
dissolved the patriarchate 


schism a split from the unity of the church usually 
based on differences of discipline or practice, as 
distinct from heresy, which is a doctrine rejected 
by the orthodox church 


Septuagint the Greek version of the Hebrew 
Scriptures used by the Jews of the Diaspora and 
by the Christian church 


synod aregional meeting of bishops convened to 
rule on matters of doctrine or discipline 


Synoptic Gospels the Gospels of Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke, so-called because they tell the 
the story of Jesus’ life from similar viewpoints, 
often using the same words 


Talmud the authoritative compilations of Jewish 
law and tradition, combining the Mishnah (the 
oral law) and the Gemara (debates on the Mish- 


| nah); dates from the fifth century 


tetrarchy the system of governing the Eastern and 
Western halves of the Roman Empire with four 
emperors (two of them titled “augustus” and two 
“caesar”), instituted by Diocletian toward the end 
of the third century 


Theotokos “God Bearer,” or “Mother of God,” a 
title given to Mary by many Christians, begin- 
ning in the third century 


Virgin birth the doctrine that Jesus was conceived 
by Mary by the power of the Holy Spirit and 
thus had no human father 


Vulgate the first comprehensive Latin version of 
the Bible; prepared by Jerome, starting in 382, to 
replace older partial translations 


Way early term for Christian faith (Christians 
were sometimes called followers of the Way) 


Zealots Jewish patriots resisting Roman rule 


Zoroastrianism the religion of Persia founded by 
Zoroaster (Zarathustra) in the sixth century 

B.C., featuring the conflict between light and 
darkness, good and evil, with a predicted 

final triumph of the good 
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Constantine the African, 321 
Constantine the Great, Roman Emperor, 
67, 95, 132, 141, 179, 194, 200, 
211-236, 230, 243, 246 
baptism of, 236 
building of Constantinople by, 211, 211, 
227-233, 287, 320 
Christianity supported by, 211-227, 
233-236, 239, 240, 247 
ecclesiastical disputes mediated by, 
214-216, 218-226 


Constantine the Great (continued) 
illness and death of, 225, 233-236, 237 
likenesses of, 212, 212, 213, 231, 234 
military victories of, 207-209, 208, 
212, 212, 214, 216-218, 225, 231, 
235 
nickname and titles of, 212, 233 
political skills and leadership of, 212, 
221, 233, 239 
Constantinople, 78, 222, 223, 232, 247, 
250, 258-259, 263, 320-321 
Blues vs. Greens in, 287-288, 290, 292 
buildings and public works of, 211, 
231, 233, 236, 285-287, 285, 286, 
287, 288, 289, 290, 291, 293, 314, 315 
Constantine’s development of, 211, 
211, 227-233, 320 
as “New Rome,” 211, 227, 232, 261, 
276 
population of, 232, 293 
See also Council of Constantinople. 
Constantius I, Roman Emperor, 194, 195, 
207, 239 
Constantius I], Roman Emperor in the 
East, 78, 222, 236-239, 240-241, 
245 
Constantius II, Roman Emperor in the 
West, 274 
Contemplation, 197, 199, 199 
Convents, 262 
Copper, 51, 207, 283 
Coptic Church, 179, 230, 231, 261, 292, 
293, 299 
Coptic language, 86, 132 
Copyists, 161, 195, 267 
Corinth, 54, 55-57, 58, 64, 92, 156 
Christian community in, 56-57, 83, 
100-101, 103, 106 
Corinthians, Paul’s letters to, 23, 49, 55, 
56-57, 96, 105-106, 156, 172 
Cornelius (centurion), 44-46, 44, 50 
Cornelius, Bishop of Rome, 171, 176 
Cosmas Indicopleustes, 301, 301 
Council of Carthage, 83 
Council of Chalcedon, 222, 223, 
260-261, 276, 291, 293-294 
Council of Constantinople 
first, 222, 223, 247, 248, 248, 261 
second, 294-295 
Council of Elvira, 205 
Council of Ephesus 
first, 257-258, 258, 259 
second, 259-260 
Council of Jerusalem, 53-54 
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Council of Nicaea i 
first, 148, 218-224, 220, 225, 226, 239, | 
254, 255 
second, 186, 234 
Council of Toledo, 252, 254 
Council of Tyre, 226 
Councils 
doctrine and dogma proclaimed in, 54, 
254-261, 276 
ecumenical, 254, 294-295 
legitimacy and authority of, 54 
Creation stories, 129, 130, 131, 161 
Cremation, 200 
Crispus, 200, 233 
Crosses, 7, 19, 21, 23, 95, 108, 196, 208, 
212, 231, 235, 244-245, 267, 299 
Crown of laurels, 143, 164 | 
Crown of thorns, 21, 308 } 
Crucifixion, 67, 68, 186, 187, 235 
of Jesus, 6—7, 18, 19, 21—22, 23, 24, 25, 
26, 27, 41, 56, 112, 129, 135, 231, 
235, 309 
Ctesiphon, 241 
Cults, 113, 119, 147, 165, 168, 239, 244, 
245 
Curraghs, 303 
Cybele, 120, 122-123, 123, 164, 165 
Cynicism, 59, 138, 139, 140, 140 
Cyprian, Bishop of Carthage, 147, 163, 
171-175, 174, 176-177 
Cyprus, 18, 33, 51, 55, 63, 117, 132 
Cyrenaica, 117 
Cyn, Bishop of Alexandria, 255-258, 
255, 258, 259 
Cyrus the Great, King of Persia, 28 


D 


Dacians, 116, 117, 225 

Daggers, 142, 154 

Dagon, 147 

Dalmatia, 194, 194 

Damascus, 40, 41, 41 

Damasus, Pope, 252, 253, 254, 266 

Daniel, 74 

Dante Alighieri, 87 

Date palm parable, 85 

David, King of Israel, 7, 27, 28, 79, 249 | 

Deacons, 103-104, 112, 132, 177, 298, 
316 

Dead Sea, 30, 34, 262 

Dead Sea Scrolls, 34, 35 ! 
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; Decius, Roman Emperor, 170-171, 176, 


176, 181, 189 

Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire 
(Gibbon), 271-272 

Decorative arts, Roman, 124, 125, 125 

Demeter, 120 

Demetrius, Bishop of Alexandria, 
158-160 

Demons, 22, 27, 46, 48-49, 59, 131, 159, 
161, 180, 189, 320 

Demophilus, Bishop of Constantinople, 
247 

Deuteronomy, 48 

Devil. See Satan. 

Dialogues (Gregory I}, 317-318 

Dialogue with Trypho (Justin Martyr), 129, 
140 

Diana, 65, 169 

Diaspora, 14, 25-26, 28, 30, 33, 38, 44, 
45, 67, 107, 256 

Diatessaron, 82 

Diatribes, 99, 132 

Didache, 102-103 

Didius Julianus, Roman Emperor, 149 

Dio Cassius, 128, 143, 150 

Diocletian, Roman Emperor, 193-195, 
195, 201-208, 227 

Christian persecution by, 102, 179, 194, 

200, 204-207, 206, 208, 213 

Diogenes, 138, 139 

Dionysius (god), 165, 168, 244 

Dionysius, Bishop of Corinth, 92, 
176-177 

Dionysius Exiguus, 305 

Dionysius the Areopagite, 297 

Dionysius the Great, Bishop of 
Alexandria, 87, 154, 171 


' Dioscoros, 259-260, 261 


Diospolis, 270 


_ Disciples 


Jesus’ appearances to, 14, 16-17, 
23-25, 23, 24, 26, 41, 48-49 

Jesus’ gathering of, 14-17 

powers granted.to, 48-49 

responsibilities of, 81 

speaking in tongues by, 13, 13, 18, 
25-26, 48 

women as, 14, 20, 22-23, 24, 26, 80, 
104 

See also Apostles; Missionaries. 

Divine Comedy (Dante), 87 


Divorce, 152 


Docetism, 112 


Domitian, Roman Emperor, 90, 
98-100, 98, 102, 108, 116, 315 

Domus Transitoria, 68 
Donatism, 214-216, 247, 269 
Donatus, Bishop of Carthage, 214 
Dorcas, 62 
Dragons, 88, 159, 159 
Dreams, 49, 122, 180, 289 

prophecy in, 114, 151-153, 208, 209 
Druids, 282, 300, 303 
Dualism, 199 
Dura-Europos, 145, 145, 146, 147, 147 


E 


Eagles, 170, 280 

Earthquakes, 93, 94, 96, 138, 189 

Easter, 146, 147~148, 181, 305 

Eastern Orthodox Church, 26, 216—226, 
219, 247, 248, 286, 290-291, 
293-295, 320-321 


_ Ebionites, 127-129, 153 
| Ecclesiastical History (Eusebius of 


Caesarea), 226, 227, 227 


_ Eckhart, Meister, 297 


Ecumenical movement, 321 
Edessa, 97, 133, 177, 262, 294 
Edict of Milan, 209, 213, 215 
Egypt, 86, 109, 124, 129, 132, 132, 159, 
207, 260, 299, 320 
Christian community in, 95-96, 96, 
148, 155-158, 179-185, 179, 183, 
185, 216, 219, 231, 248, 261, 292, 294 
deserts of, 179-185, 179, 181, 182, 183, 
184 
Jews in, 45, 95-96 
Romans in, 169, 191, 192, 194, 231 
Egyptians, 28, 66, 95-96 
Ekklesia, 36—37 
Elagabal, 150 
Elagabalus, Roman Emperor, 150 
Elders, 23, 37, 41, 51, 53, 103 
Eleutherus, Bishop of Rome, 166 
Elijah, 7, 15, 181 
Elvira. See Council of Elvira. 
Emmaus, 24 
Ephesians, Paul’s letter to, 36, 57 
Ephesus, 26, 49, 55, 56, 60, 77, 108, 148, 
186-187, 195, 240, 257 
Christian community at, 57, 91, 96, 
104, 134, 189 
See also Council of Ephesus. 
Epictetus, 99, 139 


Epicureans, 59 

Epiphanius, 167 

Episkopos, 104 

Epistle of Barnabas, 83 

Epistle to the Philippians (Polycarp), 114, 
115 


Eschatology, 27 
Essenes, 30, 34-35, 34, 36 
Esther, Book of, 146 
Ethelbert, King of Kent, 307-308 
Etheria, 262, 263 
Ethiopia, 47 
Ethiopian Bible, 220 
Ethiopian Church, 220 
Eucharist, 24, 35, 43, 43, 101, 102-103, 
t 113, 132, 140, 141, 177, 185, 202, 
; 223, 229, 249-250, 286, 288, 298 
, Euctemon, Bishop of Smyma, 171 
Eudoxia, Roman Empress, 250, 250, 251 
' Eugenius, Roman Emperor, 246, 273 
~ Eunuchs, 46-48, 122, 145, 158, 240 
Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea, 132, 137, 
185-186, 216, 218-219, 224, 
226-227, 236, 237 
creed promulgated by, 221 
on early Christianity, 51-52, 60-61, 
| 67, 74, 78, 95, 97-98, 99, 102, 
| 158-160, 195, 205, 207, 217, 227 
| works of, 226-227, 227 
Eusebius, Bishop of Nicomedia, 216, 219, 
220, 222, 224-226, 233-236, 241 
' Eustochium, 266-267, 266 
: Eutyches, 258-259 
’ Eutychians, 255 
* Evangelists, 8, 31 
traditional symbols of, 78 
See also Gospels. 
Evangelium, 80 
Eve, 200, 261, 270, 295 
Exhortation to the Greeks (Clement of 
Alexandria), 157, 158 
| Exorcism, 48, 49, 59, 81, 103, 167, 187 


‘iF 


Fabian, Bishop of Rome, 170-171 
Faith, 7, 24-25, 38, 39, 56, 92, 96 
power of, 48, 158 
“works” and, 53, 85-86 
Famine, 88, 138, 170, 239, 245, 272, 319 
Fasting, 102, 134, 148, 166, 180, 183, 271 
Pates, 169 


Fausta, 233 

Faustina, 127 

Felicitas, 151-153 

Felix, 60 

Festivals, 28, 30, 122, 190, 245 

Festus Porcius, 60 

Field of Blood, 14 

Firmicus Maternus, Julius, 239 

Firmilian, Bishop of Caesarea, 147 

First Apology (Justin Martyr), 140 

Fishermen, 15, 16, 17 

Flavian, Bishop of Constantinople, 
258-259 

Flavian dynasty, 98-100, 98 

Flavia Neapolis, 140 

Florian, Roman Emperor, 192 

Folklore, 159, 200 

Forgiveness, 7, 185, 250, 276 

Forum of Constantine, 211, 231 

Forum of Trajan, 116 

Forum Romanum, 95, 212 

France, 20, 23, 115-116, 169, 253, 253, 
279, 283 

See also Gaul. 

Franks, 207, 273, 277, 279, 279, 280, 282, 
283, 304, 304, 316 

Free will, 270-271, 295, 296 

Frescoes, 94, 103, 112, 124, 147, 202, 203, 
204, 234, 268, 270, 307 

Fronto, Marcus Cornelius, 137 

Fructuosus, Bishop of Tarragona, 177 

Frumentius, 220 

Future, prediction of, 59, 121, 194, 204, 
209 


G 


Gabriel, 260, 318 

Gaiseric, King of the Vandals, 275-276 

Gaius, 101 

Galatia, 67 

Galatians, Paul’s letter to, 41, 51, 54 

Galerius, Roman Emperor, 194, 195, 204, 
205-207, 209, 227 

Galicia, 254 

Galilee, 14, 17, 25, 25, 32, 72-73 

Galla Placidia, 247, 273, 274, 299 

Galli, 122 

Gallienus, Roman Emperor, 177, 189, 199 

Gallus, Roman Emperor, 176 

Gamaliel, 37, 38, 41 

Garnets, 280, 281 


| 
| 
: 


| 
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| 


Gaul, 191, 192, 194, 236, 240, 274, 275, 
277, 277, 278-279, 278 
Christian community in, 23, 115-116, 
148, 164, 195, 214, 253, 296, 304 
See also France. 
Gemstones, 35, 155, 280, 281, 286 
Genesis, Book of, 25, 161 
Gentiles, 8, 30, 41, 80, 100, 123, 267 
Christian conversions of, 43, 44—46, 
44, 48, 50-55, 55, 79, 95, 96, 129 
Jews vs., 107 
Germanic tribes, 66, 98, 127, 142-143, 
142, 189, 192, 240, 276, 278, 281, 305 


| Germany, 98, 187, 253, 272, 279, 311 


Geta, 148, 154 
Gethsemane, 17 
Gibbon, Edward, 192, 226, 271-272 


Gift of tongues, 13, 13, 18, 25-26, 46, 48, 


50, 100, 106 
Gladiators, 116, 142, 148, 153, 172-174, 
172, 173, 174, 175, 193, 273-~274 
Glasswork, 124, 125, 228, 231, 261, 262, 
281, 282, 297 
Glaucias, 156 
Glossolalia, 46, 50 
Gnosis, 129, 130, 131, 136 
Gnosticism, 8, 69, 86, 96, 129-131, 130, 
131, 132, 133, 134, 156, 162, 164, 
167-168, 199, 230, 253 
God 
Christian concepts of. See Trinity. 
as Father, 8, 216, 217, 220—222 
heretical concepts of, 131, 154-155 
Judaic concepts of, 8, 30 
Goddesses, 120, 122-123, 123, 164, 165, 
169, 196, 244, 245-246, 245 
God-fearers, 45, 46, 50 
Gods, 49, 198 
Christian rejection of, 111, 111, 113, 
138, 151, 162, 169-171, 177, 204, 
205, 243-246, 243, 245 
dishononng of, 170, 204 
Egyptian, 120-122, 122, 169, 169 
emperors as, 64, 70, 99, 108, 113, 119, 
123, 154, 169, 171, 201, 236, 297 
false, 69 
Greek, 48, 56, 59, 70, 119, 120, 138, 
168, 261, 297 
household and harvest, 65, 67, 120 
Roman, 50, 64-65, 64, 67, 95, 99, 101, 
111, 111, 113, 115, 117, 118, 119, 
138, 143, 150, 151, 169-170, 169, 
201, 204, 212, 213, 215, 243-246, 
243, 274 


Gods (continued) 
statues of, 101, 119, 164, 243, 243, 244 
Godspell, 80 
Golden Calf, 262 
Golden Hom, 231 
Golgotha, 21-22 
Good Friday, 87 
Good Shepherd, 6, 7, 147, 202 
Gordian III, Roman Emperor, 171 
Gospel of Peter, 83 
Gospel of the Ebionites, 127 
Gospel of Thomas, 84, 85, 86, 98 
Gospels, 66-67, 132 
anonymity of, 78 
apocryphal, 19, 54, 80, 83 
apostolic authority and, 79, 134, 137 
attribution of, 79, 137 
canonical, 80, 82-83, 160, 227 
contemporary purposes of, 78-80, 81 
controversial aspects of, 82-83 
discrepancies and variations in, 81, 199 
divine inspiration of, 79, 270 
as “good news,” 80 
oral tradition and, 8, 31, 67, 80-81, 80 
order of events in, 81, 137 
original Greek version of, 82, 137 
preaching and reading of, 25-26, 27, 
31, 32, 55, 58, 59, 156, 230 
Q source of, 82, 86 
sources of, 82-83 
Synoptic, 81-82 
synthesis composed of, 82 
writing of, 31, 77-87, 77, 79, 80, 81, 
82, 85, 91, 137 
See also specific Gospels. 

Gothic War, 292, 293, 313, 313, 315-316 
Goths, 170, 171, 189, 217, 222, 225, 246, 
272, 274, 278, 278, 280, 288, 311 

Grace, 126, 131, 132, 167, 199, 270, 
295-296 

Gratian, Roman Emperor in the West, 
245, 245, 246, 253, 272-273 

Greece, 45, 47, 55, 95, 96, 99, 102, 120, 
121, 125, 157, 168, 286 

Greek language, 25, 27, 30, 37, 46, 56, 58, 
104, 132, 209, 209 

scriptures in, 31, 36-37, 82, 83, 84, 

132, 137, 195, 238, 255 

Greek Orthodox Church, 238, 240 

Greeks, 28, 30, 64, 66, 92, 109, 218 

Gregory, Bishop of Nazianzus, 161, 222, 
234-235, 247, 248, 255 


Gregory, Bishop of Nyssa, 222, 247-249, 
249 

Gregory, Bishop of Tours, 303-305 

Gregory I, Pope, 285, 307, 308, 315-318, 
316, 319 

Gregory the Illuminator, Bishop of 
Armenia, 157, 196, 196, 197 

Gregory the Wonderworker, Bishop of 
Neocaesarea, 188-189 

Griesbach, J. J., 82 

Gundaphorus, King, 187 

Gundestrup caldron, 282 


H 


Habakkuk, Book of, 35 

Hadrian, Roman Emperor, 96, 99, 117- 
119, 118, 119, 120, 123, 126, 127, 
127, 128, 137, 156, 290, 316 

Hadrian’s Wall, 118, 119 

Hagar, 318 

Hagia Sophia, 251, 285-287, 285, 286, 
287, 289, 290, 294-295, 314, 315 

Halloween, 300 

Halos, 9, 108, 212, 288, 289, 297 

Hannibal, 122 

Harmony of the Gospels, The (Augustine), 
82 


Harris, J. Rendel, 136 
Healing, 95, 167, 196 
by Apostles, 37-38, 48-49, 57, 62, 63, 
187, 189, 234 
centers of, 48, 49, 78, 102 
dreams in, 49 
by Jesus, 31, 31, 79, 82 
laying on of hands in, 49, 57, 69 
medicinal bathing in, 49 
relics in, 265, 279, 304 
Heaven, 131, 301, 301 
Hebrew language, 23, 73, 137, 266, 267 
Hebrew Scriptures, 30, 35, 40, 43, 59 
Hebrews, Letter to, 83, 85 
Hedonism, 163 
Hegesippus, 51-52 
Hegira, 318 
Helena, 69 
Helena, mother of Constantine, 194, 212, 
224, 234, 235, 238 
Helen of Troy, 69 
Heliogabalus, See Elagabalus. 
Hell, 87, 270 
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Hellenism, 27, 28, 30, 33, 36, 37, 38, 39, 
40, 45, 47, 52, 55, 70, 129, 156, 240 
Helmets, 174, 283 
Hengist, 305 
Herbs, medicinal, 35 
Herculaneum, 93-95, 95 
Hercules, 64, 174, 175 
Heresy, 91, 101, 112, 143, 226, 270-271 
condemnation of, 161-165, 186, 192, 
197, 247, 250-254, 252, 253, 
257-258, 288-289, 290, 294 
Gnosticism as, 128-129, 162, 164 
Marcionism as, 131-132, 133, 162, 164 
Monarchianism as, 153-154 
Hermits, 180-185, 181, 239, 296, 300 
Herod Agrippa I, King of Judea, 52 
Herod Agrippa II, King of Judea, 61, 71 
Herod Antipas, Tetrarch, 14, 15, 16 
Herod the Great, King of Judea, 28, 91 
Herodian, 149 
Herodium, 128 
Herod’s Temple. See Temple, Herod’s. 
Hexapla, 160 
Hierapolis, 81, 137 
Hieroglyphics, 244 
Hilary, Bishop of Poitiers, 222, 236 
Hippo, 269, 275 
Hippocrates, 321 
Hippodromes, 174, 233, 290 
Hippolytus, 132, 145, 146, 154, 161 
Holy days, 152, 184, 190 
Holy Grail, 23, 310 
Holy of Holies, 22 
Holy Spirit, 27, 30, 36, 54, 80, 127, 133, 
161, 223, 321 
Apostles’ reception of, 13, 13, 15, 17, 
18, 18, 25, 33, 38, 63 
gift of tongues given by, 13, 13, 18, 
25-26, 46 
manifestations of, 13, 13, 15, 18, 18, 
25, 46, 63, 69, 79, 164, 165, 167, 255 
as tongues of fire, 13, 18 
Trinity and, 141, 153-155, 217, 220 
Holy Week, 262 
Homer, 81, 227, 240 
Homes, 50, 67, 101 
Christian services in, 49, 51, 51, 59, 92, 
100-101, 101, 145, 145 
shrines in, 50, 67, 101 
Homotiousios, 222, 226 
Homoousios, 221-222, 225, 226 
Hononus, Roman Emperor in the West, 
246, 250, 271, 273-274 
Horsa, 305 
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Hospitals, 239, 248, 286, 321, 321 

Huneric, 275-276 

Hungary, 253, 276, 277, 311 

Huns, 272-273, 276-278, 277, 314 

Hymns, 43, 49, 50, 101, 102, 103, 131, 
135-136, 136, 168, 169, 188, 197, 
236, 244, 245, 289 

Hypatia, 256-257, 256, 259 


Iconium (Konya), 58, 187 
Icons, 238, 260, 299, 320 


Idolatry, 7, 49, 96-97, 143, 147, 174, 205, 


234, 243-245, 243, 244 
Idylis of the King (Tennyson), 310 
Tesus Hominum Salvator (THS), 209 
Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch, 104, 

111-113, 114 
Illyricum, 55, 236, 273 
Immaculate Conception, 134 
Incarnation, 131, 255, 258 
Incest, 113, 116, 137, 141, 205 
India, 34, 102, 156, 168, 169, 187, 241, 

258, 301 
Infancy Gospel of Thomas, 135 
Inner Mountain, 181 
Innocent I, Pope, 271 


Ireland, 277, 300, 302-303, 302, 309, 309, 


311 
Irenaeus, Bishop of Lugdunum, 67, 78, 


83, 85, 86-87, 91, 115, 130, 132, 137, 


164, 167 
Isaiah, 47 
Ishmael, 318 
Isis, 120-122, 122 
; Islam, 286, 287, 318-320, 320 


132, 262 
Istanbul, 211, 286 
Isthmian Games, 56 
Italy, 58, 103, 123, 207, 216, 272, 273, 
274, 281 
battles for control of, 277, 278, 292, 
293, 311, 313, 313, 315-316, 319 


Jacobite Church, 261 
: James (son of Alphaeus), 15 
| James (son of Zebedee), 16, 17, 52, 91 


Israel (ancient), 27, 32, 81, 88, 128, 129, 


James the Just, 14, 51-52, 53, 53 


Jerusalem church headed by, 60, 85 
letters ascribed to, 83, 85-86 


Jar of flour parable, 84 
? Jars, 35, 129, 132 
Jason, 49, 68 
Jeremiah, 15 
Jerome, 91, 128, 222, 243, 270, 274, 306, 


318 

asceticism of, 252, 266 

Bible translation of, 161, 263, 266, 266, 
267, 267 

scholarship of, 161, 245, 266-267 


Jerusalem, 21, 23, 24, 24, 227, 263, 270 


Christian community in, 8, 32-33, 46, 
50-54, 53, 57, 67, 79, 147, 171, 235 

as City of David, 28 

cultural and political influences in, 
28-30, 32 

daily life in, 28, 29 

destruction of, 79, 107, 128 

Greek conquest of, 28 

history of, 28-30, 71-74, 73, 128 

Jewish population of, 28, 30, 71-74 

markets in, 29, 71 

pilgrimages to, 13, 14, 25, 28, 29, 32, 
47, 64, 107, 235, 262, 262 

rebuilding of, 118, 128 

Roman conquests and occupation of, 
28, 30, 32, 43, 71-74, 73, 88, 92, 
107, 118, 123, 128 

size of, 28 

social classes in, 28, 33 

water-supply system in, 28 

See also Council of Jerusalem. 


Jesus 


anointing of, 26, 232 

Apostles chosen by, 14-17 

Ascension of, 18, 20, 98, 221 

baptism of, 36, 79, 127, 153, 217 

betrayal and arrest of, 14, 15, 17, 188 

birth of, 79, 119, 133, 135, 215, 220, 
221, 305 

body and blood of, 101, 103, 112, 113, 
132 

breaking of bread by, 17, 18, 24, 24 

brothers of, 14, 51-52, 53 

burial of, 20, 22-23, 22, 235 

charges against, 17, 39 

childhood and adolescence of, 79, 135, 
254 

controversies over nature of, 8-9, 181, 
216, 216, 217, 218-226, 220, 236, 
247, 254-255, 258-260, 258, 259, 
291, 293-295 


Jesus (continued) 


crucifixion of, 6~7, 18, 19, 21-22, 23, 
24, 25, 26, 27, 41, 56, 112, 129, 135, 
231, 235, 309 

demons cast out by, 22, 159 

divinity of, 8, 9, 81, 108, 115, 126, 131, 
153-155, 197, 216, 220-221, 220, 
223, 225-226, 254-255, 258-261, 
258, 291, 293-295 

genealogy of, 6, 79, 81 

Greek name and monogram of, 209, 
209, 230, 235 

healing by, 31, 31, 79, 82 

humanity of, 8, 9, 112, 132, 153, 197, 
254-255, 258-260, 292-295 

images of, 6, 7-9, 9, 202, 203, 204, 
215, 217, 228, 260, 293, 297, 298, 
299, 304, 320 

imitation of, 114, 116, 137-138, 268 

as King of Jews, 17, 21 

love of, 141, 195 

as Messiah, 6-8, 15, 27, 30, 37, 41, 55, 
56, 79, 81, 129 

ministry of, 6, 7, 15-17, 25, 26, 27, 31, 
32, 77, 78-79, 81, 276 

miracles of, 8, 27, 31, 31, 81, 82, 
97-98, 135, 202, 204, 286 

post-Resurrection appearances of, 14, 
16-17, 23-25, 23, 24, 26, 41, 48-49 

presence and authority of, 15, 25, 81 

promises of, 48, 62 

prophecies about, 26, 47, 74, 80, 81, 90, 
107, 129, 132, 140, 164-167 

prophecies by, 79, 91, 127, 129, 168 

recollections and testimony about, 
14-17, 23-26, 31, 78-81, 137 

resurrection of, 7, 14, 17, 18, 20, 
22-24, 24, 26, 27, 56, 80, 86, 112, 
131, 148, 221, 239, 255 

Second Coming of, 27, 87, 90, 107, 
143, 165-166, 167, 183, 228 

signs and wonders of, 63, 69, 81 

societal outcasts and, 44, 80 

as Son of God, 8, 17, 22, 41, 81, 
153-155, 216, 217, 220-222, 224, 
224 

suffering and death of, 14, 16, 18, 19, 
21-22, 30, 39, 80, 108, 135, 148, 186, 
235, 254 

symbols of, 88, 89, 159, 230, 235 

teachings and sayings of, 8, 15, 16, 17, 
17, 18, 24, 25, 25, 27, 31, 48, 51, 79, 
80, 81, 82, 84, 85, 86, 129, 137, 143, 
156, 175, 298 


Jesus (continued) 
in Temple, 79 
washing of Apostles’ feet by, 17 
water images and, 147 
wisdom of, 254-255 
wounds of, 16-17 
Jewelry, 154, 230, 234, 235, 280, 281, 
282, 299 
Jewish law, 14, 17, 37, 38, 40, 127, 129 
agriculture and, 152 
anathemas decreed by, 101 
business practices and ethics in, 152 
codification and interpretation of, 152 
dietary, 44, 46 
marriage and divorce in, 152, 152 
Mosaic, 7-8, 35, 39, 45, 53, 56, 132, 
152 
oral vs. written, 30, 152 
ritual and celebration in, 152 
ritual purity in, 35, 36, 44, 45, 46 
Jewish rebellion, 34, 117, 118, 128, 137 
Jewish War, 35, 70-74, 73, 74, 81, 95, 
107, 128, 152 
Jews 
anti-Jesus sentiment among, 21, 25, 26, 
27, 38, 108 
Christian, 25-27, 32-36, 38-39, 
43-46, 49, 51-54, 81, 95-96, 101, 
108, 127-129, 156, 317 
Christian conflict with, 68, 81, 96, 
107-108, 256, 257 
dispersion of, 14, 25-26, 28, 30, 38, 44, 
45, 67, 107, 256 
Egyptian, 95-96 
executions of, 117 
exile and enslavement of, 27, 28, 45, 
64, 74 
family and community concerns of, 45, 
152 
financial obligations of, 30, 45, 152, 
195, 317 
Hellenized, 27, 28, 30, 33, 36, 37, 38, 
39, 40, 45, 47, 52, 55, 129, 156 
historic oppression of, 27, 28, 32, 45, 
64, 70-71, 117, 118, 128 
history of, 152 
legal status of, 108, 113, 123 
occupations of, 45 
orthodox, 44 
proselytizing by, 45, 107 
Roman relations with, 52-53, 70-74, 
73, 74, 95, 98, 107, 108, 117, 118, 
123, 128, 137 


Jews (continued) 
slaughter and suicides of, 71-74, 73, 
74, 107, 117, 128 
uprisings and rebellions of, 28, 34, 35, 
70-74, 73, 74, 81, 95, 98, 107, 117, 
118, 128, 128, 137, 152 
Jezebel, 96-97 
Joachim, 134 
Joanna, 14 
Job, Book of, 87 
Joel, 26, 27 
Johanan ben Zakkai, 107 
John, 14, 16, 17, 26, 37-38, 96-97 
as “beloved disciple,” 91 
legends about, 26, 91, 91, 164, 
187-188, 246 
martyrdom of, 67, 91, 262 
works ascribed to, 83, 85. See also John, 
Gospel of; Revelation to John. 
John, Bishop of Antioch, 257-258 
John, Gospel of, 9, 17, 24, 36, 48, 81, 83, 
86, 108, 164, 200 
attribution of, 79, 90-91 
other Gospels compared with, 81 
John I, Pope, 311 
John of Damascus, 320 
John of Patmos, 86-87, 90-91, 108 
John the Baptist, 7, 15, 35, 36, 96, 234 
John the Elder, 91 
Jordan, 140, 184 
Jordan River, 15, 74, 185, 262 
Joseph (brother of Jesus), 14 
Joseph (father of Jesus), 17, 134-135, 135 
Joseph of Arimathea, 20, 22, 23 
Josephus, 72-74, 73, 74 
Judah ha-Nasi, 152 
Judaism, 25, 41, 45, 53, 130 
Christianity and, 79, 101, 129, 137, 
220, 226, 311 
Christian split with, 8, 101, 107-108, 
112 
concepts of God in, 30 
conflicts within, 33, 36, 38-39 
covenants of, 132, 156, 269 
debate and discussion in, 59, 59, 129, 
152 
Diaspora practice of, 45 
doctrines and practices of, 27, 30, 35, 
36, 45, 45, 50, 53, 101, 102, 107, 108, 
112, 129, 135, 152, 200 
ethical standards of, 30, 45, 59, 152 
Hellenism vs. Hebrew doctrines in, 33, 
36, 39, 45, 226 
legal status of, 108, 113 
oral vs. written tradition in, 30, 152 


Judaism (continued) 
role of women in, 104, 106 
sects of, 30, 32, 33-35, 34, 41, 108, 
127-129 
Judas Iscariot 
death of, 14, 167, 199 
Jesus betrayed by, 14, 15, 17 
Jude, 83, 85 
Judea, 14, 17, 28, 44, 52-53, 60, 70-74, 
95, 128 
Julia Domna, Roman Empress, 102, 148, 
149, 169 
Julia Mamaea, 160 
Julian the Apostate, Roman Emperor, 
195, 240-241, 241, 245 
Julius, Bishop of Rome, 236 
Juno, 64-65, 169 
Jupiter, 64-65, 64, 118, 119, 120, 143, 
169, 170, 201 
Justin, Byzantine Emperor, 288, 290, 311 
Justina, 264, 265, 273, 273 
Justinian I, Byzantine Emperor, 161, 167, 
285-295, 288, 290, 298, 313-315, 
319 
building projects of, 285-287, 285, 
286, 287, 288, 289, 315 
character of, 287—289, 290, 291, 293, 
294 
codification of Roman law by, 289-290 
Justin Martyr, 8, 79, 129, 132, 140, 141, 
198 


Jutes, 277, 305, 306, 307 


K 


Katholikos, 252 

Khadija, 318 

Khor Virap, 196 

Khosrov I, King of Armenia, 196 
Kings, Book of, 274 

Kiss of peace, 113, 141, 153 
Knox, John, 87 

Koran, 287, 318, 320 


L 


Labarum, 213, 217 

Lactantius, 200, 204 

Lamps, 202, 206, 230, 286 

Lapsi, 171-176 

Last Judgment, 27, 87, 138, 228, 269, 270 
Last rites, 205 


Last Supper, 15, 17, 18, 18, 23, 32, 43, 
103, 310 
Latin language, 83, 159, 209, 278, 307, 
321 
Bible translations in, 266, 266, 267 
theological writing in, 84, 162, 163 
Laws (Plato), 199 
Lent, 185, 256, 257 
Leo I, Roman Emperor in the East, 309- 
311 
Leo I, Pope, 254-255, 259-261, 275, 276, 
277, 278, 279, 294 
Leonidas, 158 
Levi, tribe of, 33 
Leviathan, 87 
Libanius, 264 
Libellus, 170, 171, 175, 176 
Libya, 117, 216, 258 
Licinius, Roman Emperor, 141, 
207-209, 213, 216-217, 225, 227, 
231, 246 
Linen, 20, 22, 35, 155, 292 
Lions, 9, 113, 115, 181, 186-187, 189, 
193 
Liturgies, 102, 103, 133, 135, 137, 188, 
248, 258 
Living Gospel (Mani), 169 
Livy, 264 
Logos, 8, 140, 254-255 
Lombards, 277, 281, 283, 316, 318 
Lord’s Prayer, 32, 82, 100, 102, 195 
Lord’s Supper, 8, 31, 32, 43-44, 137 
Lot’s wife, 262 
Lucian (Antioch presbyter), 195-196, 
224-225 
Lucian of Samosata, 138 
Lucina, crypt of, 202 
Lucius Verus, 123 
Lucius Verus the Younger, Roman 
Emperor, 126, 127 
Luke, 77-80, 77, 79, 80 
as beloved physician, 78, 78 
Paul and, 77, 78, 78 
relics of, 78, 232 
Luke, Gospel of, 14, 23, 24, 24, 77-83, 
86, 132, 135, 195, 196, 269 
instruction and exhortation in, 80, 183 
narrative and description in, 79, 80, 153, 
254 
writing of, 77-80, 77, 80 
Lupercalia, 190 
Lustrations, 36 
Luther, Martin, 86, 87, 271, 320 
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Lycus River, 189 

Lydia, 49, 51 

Lyons (Lugdunum), 78, 91, 115~—116, 
127, 164 

Lyres, 70 


M 


Macarius, Abba, 183 
Maccabees, 38 
Macedonia, 45, 100, 248 
Macrina, 247, 248-249 
Macrobius, 264 
Magi, 166, 308 
Magic, 46, 48, 56, 59, 63, 69, 69, 89, 120, 
122, 140, 143, 226 
Majorinus, Bishop of Carthage, 214 
Malabar, 301 
Malory, Thomas, 310 
Malta, 57, 60, 62 
Mandeans, 131 
Mani, 166, 167-169, 201 
Manichaeism, 167-169, 167, 168, 
267-268, 288 
Manuscripts, 80, 135, 238, 274, 295, 301 
illuminated, 152, 156, 157, 159, 280, 
306, 321 
Marcellus, Bishop of Ancyra, 219 
Marcian, Roman Emperor in the East, 
260 
Marcion, 8, 83, 131-132, 133, 134 
- Marcionism, 131-132, 133, 162, 164 
Marcus Aurelius, Roman Emperor, 120, 
126, £26, 127, 137, 140, 141-143, 
142, 148 
Mark, 95, 96, 137, 156 
Mark, Gospel of, 7, 16, 48-49, 79, 80, 
81-83, 91, 147 
Gospels modeled after, 78, 81, 82 
Markets, 29, 59, 59, 71 
Marriage, 57, 132, 152, 152, 168-169, 
253, 290 
Mars, 64, 204 
Martin, Bishop of Tours, 253-254, 253, 
304 
Martyrdom, 38-39, 39, 68, 111-116, 
111, 112, 137-138, 140, 161, 166, 
215, 224, 249, 299, 314 
alternatives to, 185 
eagerness for, 213 
example and inspiration of, 116, 
151-153, 172 
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Martyrdom (continued) 
by fire, 114, 115, 171, 187 
in public arena, 111, 113, 115, 116, 153, 
172, 173, 189 
relics of, 67, 78, 115, 116, 201, 232, 
234-235, 262, 265, 304 
sainthood and, 184 
torture and, 111, 111, 116, 171 
See also specific martyrs, 
Mary (disciple), 20 
Mary (mother of Jesus), 14, 25, 88, 133, 
184, 184, 260, 286, 297, 320 
birth of, 134, 134 
childhood and adolescence of, 134-135 
icons of, 260, 320 
Immaculate Conception of, 134 
parents of, 134, 135 
titles and status of, 255, 255, 257, 258 
virginity of, 135, 221 
Mary Magdalene, 14, 20, 22-23, 25, 26, 
232 
Mary of Egypt, 184-185, 184 
Masada, 74, 74 
Matthew, 15, 16, 16, 137 
Matthew, Gospel of, 14, 18, 20, 22, 23, 
25, 25, 74, 79, 80, 81-83, 86, 107, 
135, 137, 158, 160, 179, 195, 199, 228 
Matthias, 14, 15 
Maxentius, 207-209, 208, 212 
Maximian, Roman Emperor, 194, 195, 
205-207, 218 
Maximilla, 166, 167 
Maximinus Daia, 207-208, 209, 213 
Maximus, 253~254, 264, 273, 273 
Maximus of Ephesus, 240, 241 
Mecca, 318-320 
Medallions, 212, 235, 278, 290, 299 
Medina, 318 
Meditations (Marcus Aurelius), 126, 127 
Mediterranean Sea, 44, 51, 117, 155, 195, 
200, 227, 263, 292 
Melitians, 226, 247 
Menas, Patriarch of Constantinople, 294 
Menorahs, 74, 107, 292 
Mercury, 101 
Merovingians, 283 
Mesopotamia, 20, 45, 193, 249, 258 
Messiah 
Jesus as, 6-8, 15, 27, 30, 37, 41, 55, 56, 
79, 81, 129 
Jewish tradition and, 6-8, 15, 27, 79, 
128, 129, 132 
Michael, 260, 316 


Michelangelo, 297 
Middle Ages, 9, 17, 87, 141, 159, 169, 
190, 209, 264, 285, 297, 304, 312, 
312, 318, 320, 321, 321 
Milan, 83, 240, 249, 264-265, 264, 268, 
271 
Militia Christi, 143 
Miltiades, Bishop of Rome, 214 
Milvian Bridge, Battle of, 208-209, 208, 
212, 214, 235 
Mines, 51, 116, 181, 201, 207 
Miracles, 22, 25~26, 63, 69, 69 
of the Apostles, 63, 63, 185-188, 188, 
189 
of Jesus, 8, 27, 31, 31, 81, 82, 97-98, 
135, 202, 204, 286 
raising of the dead, 167, 187 
relics associated with, 234-235, 279 
stories and legends of, 31, 31, 69, 69, 
81, 97-98, 141-143, 183, 185-189, 
188, 189, 279 
of Vespasian, 95 
See also Healing. 
Misanthropia, 68 
Miscellanies (Clement of Alexandria), 157, 
158 
Misenium, 93-94 
Mishnah, 152, 152 
Missionaries, 45, 47, 78, 103, 156, 169, 
285, 301-303, 303, 307-309, 321 
Apostles and disciples as, 13, 14, 15, 23, 
25, 27, 31, 33, 36-38, 43-46, 47, 50- 
51, 54-61, 301 
Mithras, 198, 198 
Monarchianism, 153-155 
Monasteries, 102, 196, 239-240, 253, 
286, 296, 316, 321 
desert, 161, 179-185, 179, 181, 182, 
183, 185, 186, 239 
Monasticism, 30, 34-35 
early beginnings and spread of, 
179-185, 179, 182, 183, 239-240, 
247-248, 248, 253 
women and, 180, 183-185, 248, 300, 
303 
Mongols, 258, 272, 276-278 
Monica, 267—268, 270, 271 
Monks, 182, 183, 247-249, 250, 296 
asceticism of, 179-185, 181, 185, 186, 
239-240, 296, 300-301, 308 
desert, 161, 179, 180-185, 181, 182, 
183, 185, 186, 187, 199, 238 
lay, 256, 257, 259, 261 


Monophysitism, 261, 291, 292, 293-295, 
297 

Monotheism, 30, 44, 45, 59, 64, 108, 123, 
141, 169, 216, 220, 318 

Montanism, 162—163, 164-167, 165, 168 

Montanus, 164-167 

Monte Cassino monastery, 296, 300-301 

Morava River, 142 

Mordecai, 146 

Monte d’Arthur, Le (Malory), 310 

Mosaics, 9, 50, 58, 96, 97, 107, 124, 125, 
125, 130, 133, 163, 165, 172, 173, 
201, 229, 265, 275, 291, 314 

Moses, 17, 30, 38, 129, 238, 262, 318 

law of, 7-8, 35, 39, 45, 53, 56, 132, 152 

Moses, Abba, 183 

Mount Gerizim, 47 

Mount of Olives, 87 

Mount Olympus, 120 

Mount Sinai, 152, 238, 262 

Mount Vesuvius, 88, 93-94, 94, 98, 124 

Mount Zion, 89 

Muhammad, 318-320 

Muratori, Lodovico, 83 

Muratorian Canon, 83, 87 

Myra, 60, 190, 190 

Mystery religions, See under Religions. 

Mystical Theology, 296-297 

Mysticism, 8, 129, 130, 197-199, 249, 
296-297 


N 


Nag Hammadi, 86, 129, 132 
Nathanael, 17 
Nazarenes, 36, 79, 100 
Nazareth, 15, 17, 21, 22, 36, 79, 81 
Nennius, 310 
Neoplatonism, 156, 158, 197, 199, 199, 
236, 240, 297 
Neo-Pythagoreans, 156 
Nero, Roman Emperor, 64, 68-70, 70, 
71, 72-73, 89, 90, 98, 102, 186, 315 
art and architectural interests of, 68, 70, 
71, 95 
character and personality of, 68, 70, 95 
suicide of, 70, 73, 95, 200 
Nerva, Roman Emperor, 100 
Nestorius, Bishop of Constantinople, 
255, 255, 257-258, 258, 259 
Nestorianism, 258, 289, 294 
New Prophecy, 162~167 


New Testament, 7, 14, 15, 27, 29, 34, 36, 
47, 66-67, 159, 185, 195-196, 199 
approval and codification of, 82-83, 
132, 160, 160, 195-196, 224 
early Christian knowledge of, 134 
King James version of, 196 
oldest surviving complete text of, 238 
oldest surviving papyrus fragment of, 
81 
onginal Greek text of, 195, 238 
relationship of Old Testament to, 80, 
81, 83, 87, 132, 167, 265-266, 268 
translations of, 161, 196, 245, 263, 266, 
266, 267, 267, 274, 278 
Nicaea, 218-221, 218, 223-224, 225 
See also Council of Nicea. 
Nicene Creed, 219, 221-223, 225, 226, 
236, 247, 248, 264, 321 
Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, 223 
Nicholas, Bishop of Myra, 190, 190 
Nicholas I, Pope, 320 
Nicolaitans, 96 
Nicomedia, 201, 204, 207, 216, 224-225, 
227, 240 
Nicopolis, 99 
Nika revolt, 287-288, 289, 292 
Nike, 245 
Nile River, 119, 124, 155, 244-245 
Noah, 231 
Norse, 305-306, 307 
North Africa, 36, 36, 38, 45, 51, 132, 149, 
168, 236, 269, 271, 273, 275, 275 
Christian community in, 97, 148, 162, 
176, 195, 205, 213-216 
Nova Roma, 211, 227, 232, 261, 276 
Novatian, 175, 176 
Numbers, Book of, 128, 203 
Numbers, symbolic, 89, 90 
Numerian, Roman Emperor, 193-194 
Numidia, 162, 214, 267 
Nuns, 262, 303, 304, 321, 321 
Nympha, 101 
Nymphaeum, 50 
Nyssa, 222 


O 


Odes of Solomon, The, 135 
Odoacer, King of Italy, 278-279, 
309-310 
Oil, 33, 49, 88, 262, 286 
anointing with, 36, 49, 52, 146, 169 


Old Testament, 8, 35, 36, 127, 129, 146, 
152, 158, 159, 160, 270 
relationship of New Testament to, 80, 
81, 83, 87, 132, 167, 265-266, 268 
translations of, 30, 266, 274, 278 
Olympic Games, 138 
Olympius, 244 
One, Neoplatonic view of the, 197, 199, 
199 
On the Divine Names, 296-297 
Oracle of Apollo, 204 
Oracles, 121, 194 
Oral tradition, 8, 30, 31, 67, 80-81, 80, 
134, 135, 137, 146, 152, 300 
Order of the Holy Spirit, 321, 324 
Onigen, 67, 84, 86-87, 132, 147, 158, 
170, 226 
arrest and torture of, 171 
ascetic life of, 158-160 
Opposition to, 161, 250 
theology and scholarship of, 160-161, 
161, 172, 188, 216, 224, 248, 249, 267 
Original sin, 134, 147, 270, 295-296, 295 
Orpheus, 102 
Osiris, 121 
Osroene, 97-98 
Ossius, Bishop of Cordoba, 218, 219, 
236-239 
Ostia, 66, 127, 271 
Ostrogoths, 272, 292, 293, 295, 309-311, 
313, 319 
Oswy, Anglo-Saxon King, 309 


r 


Pachomius, 239 
Paganism, 6, 48—49, 56, 81, 96—97, 160, 
229, 302 
Christianity vs., 137-139, 157, 162, 
169-171, 197-200, 201-209, 
239-241, 243-247, 256-257, 256, 
261-264, 261, 266, 274, 288, 290, 300 
festivals of, 122, 190, 245 
nature worship and, 124 
piety and, 138, 140 
religious life and ritual of, 64-67, 65, 
66, 67, 99, 101, 102, 118, 119-123, 
4121, 122, 123, 164, 165, 169-170, 
190, 196, 198, 204-207, 241, 244, 
244, 245, 246, 300 
revivals of, 119-123, 169-170, 
205-207, 240-241, 245, 246 
shrines of, 50, 67, 101, 102, 196, 198, 
243-245, 243, 244 


Palace of the Oak, 250-251 
Palatine Hill, 67-68, 150, 151, 169 
Palestine, 14, 28, 41, 44, 54, 87, 138, 148, 
157, 188, 207, 218, 219, 261, 262— 
263, 263, 276, 294 
Roman occupation of, 15, 16, 16, 28, 
30, 32, 52-53, 70-71 
Palladas, 184 
Palm Sunday, 262 
Palmyra, 191, 192 
Pantaenus, 156, 157, 158 
Pantheon, 118, 143 
Papacy, 212, 254, 279, 294-295, 317, 319, 
320-321 
Papal decrees, 254, 294-295 
Papias, Bishop of Hierapolis, 81, 137 
Papyrus, 56, 81, 81, 135, 155 
Parables, 27, 31, 80, 81, 84, 85, 91, 136, 
269 
Parabolani, 256, 257 
Parchment, 86, 267, 274 
Parthenian Sea, 262 
Parthenon, 247 
Parthia, 25, 45, 117, 118, 127, 149, 150, 
196 
Passion of Christ, 8, 135 
Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas, The, 
151-153 
Passover, 13, 21, 147-148 
Pastoral Guide (Gregory I), 317 
Patens, 288, 298 
Patmos, 86, 90-91, 96 
Patricaus, 271 
Patrick, 234, 300, 302~303, 302 
Patripassianism, 154 
Paul, 37, 49-61, 79, 172, 184 
arrests and imprisonment of, 39, 55, 
60-61, 61, 85, 92, 186-187, 189 
background and education of, 37, 
39-41, 55, 58 
burial of, 92, 232 
character and personality of, 40—41, 
54-55, 56, 58, 60, 61 
charges against, 55, 60, 61, 189 
conversion of, 39-41, 40, 41, 43, 54, 
55, 56 
escapes of, 41, 186-187, 189 
Gentiles converted by, 41, 43, 52-55, 
55, 60, 187 
Hellenist influences on, 40, 55, 56, 58 
letters of, 8, 19, 23, 36, 41, 43, 49, 50, 
51, 51, 54-57, 60, 61, 64, 67, 81, 
83-85, 96, 99, 100, 102, 103, 
105-106, 131, 132, 156, 172, 268 
Luke and, 77, 78, 78 


. Paul (continued) 


martyrdom of, 55, 61, 67, 70 

ministry and teaching of, 8, 31, 39, 41, 
41, 43, 47, 49-61, 54, 55, 59, 64, 78, 
84—85, 96, 99, 103, 105-106, 129, 
132, 141, 187, 195, 234, 268, 297 

miracles and healing by, 49, 57, 63, 
187, 189, 234 

persecution of, 55, 58, 60-61, 61, 
186-187 

Peter and, 67 

Roman citizenship of, 40, 58, 60 

shipwrecks of, 55, 58, 58, 60, 62 

tentmaking of, 40, 41, 58 

travels of, 41, 41, 47, 53, 53, 54-58, 54, 
55, 57, 58, 60, 61, 62, 64, 85, 103, 
132, 187 

vision of, 40, 41 

women as seen by, 105-106 

wniting style of, 57, 84 


Paul VI, Pope, 321 
Paula, 266-267, 266 
Paul of Samosata, Bishop of Antioch, 


192, 196-197 
Paul of Thebes, 180~181, 181, 184 


Pelagius, 269-271 


Penance, 121-122, 171, 175, 184, 247, 
249-250 

Pendentives, 286 

Pentateuch. See Torah. 

Pentecost, 13-14, 13, 15, 16, 17, 18, 18, 
23, 25, 27, 60, 96, 181, 236 


' Peregrinus Proteus, 138 


Perfumes, 26, 29, 95, 202 
Pergamum, 49, 96, 240 
Perpetua, 151-153 
Persephone, 120 
Persia, 169, 169, 189, 193, 194, 204, 231, 
240, 241, 258, 320 
art and culture of, 27, 146, 177, 177, 
199 
Persius, 169 
Pertinax, Roman Emperor, 148-149 
Peter, 7, 14-15, 17, 17, 23, 24, 37, 
44-46, 44, 79, 117, 137, 156 
arrests and imprisonment of, 38, 52, 62 
death and burial of, 67, 70, 92, 186, 
230, 232, 254 
denial of Jesus by, 15 
healing by, 37-38, 62, 63 
leadership and teaching of, 15, 26-27, 
33, 36, 37-38, 44-46, 44, 52, 53, 53, 
62, 66-67, 69, 69, 85, 92, 254, 276, 
317 
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Peter (continued) 
letters ascribed to, 67, 83, 85, 92, 100, 
106, 108 
Paul and, 67 
“Quo vadis” legend and, 186 
visions of, 44, 46, 62, 186 
Petronius, 52 
Pharisees, 8, 30, 34, 37, 39-41, 43, 52, 53, 
54 
Pharos lighthouse, 96, 156 
Philema, 141 
Philemon, 101 
Philip (Apostle), 14-15, 17, 23, 38, 46, 
246 


Philip (evangelist), 46-47, 69 
Philip, Roman Emperor, 170, 171 
Philippi, 51, 57, 100, 104 
Philippians, Paul’s letter to, 50, 51, 100 
Philip the Deacon, 69 
Philistines, 147 
Philo, 52, 52, 157 
Philosophers, 56, 59, 99, 102, 119, 129, 
197-200, 264 
Christian, 8, 139-141, 140, 156-169, 
197, 200 
Greek, 8, 119, 139, 140, 141, 157, 158, 
162, 189, 240, 256 
Philostratus, 102 
Phoenix, 159, 200, 201 
Phrygia, 122, 164, 195, 286 
Picts, 119, 303, 305 
Pilgrimages, 13, 14, 25, 28, 29, 32, 47, 64, 
107, 184, 235, 262-263, 262-263, 
266 
Plague, 98, 127, 140, 142, 170, 189, 194, 
257, 285, 292-293, 316, 319 
Plato, 119, 139, 140, 158, 197, 199, 240, 
256 
Platonism, 140, 158, 162, 197-199, 256 
Pliny the Elder, 34, 94, 113, 124 
Pliny the Younger, 93-94, 113-115, 113, 
175-176 
Plotinus, 158, 197-199, 199 
Polo, Marco, 258 
Polycarp, Bishop of Smyma, 85, 112, 
132, 137, 148 
letters of, 114, 115 
martyrdom of, 96, 114, 115, 116, 164 
Polycrates, Bishop of Ephesus, 148 
Polytheism, 44, 64-65, 139, 153, 318 
Pompeii, 65, 67, 93-95, 94, 112 
Ponte Milvio. See Milvian Bridge. 
Pontifex maximus, 169, 212, 241, 245 
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Pontius Pilate, 14, 17-21, 20, 23, 26 
Pontus, 67, 113, 188 
Porphyry of Tyre, 199-200 
Pothinus, Bishop, 116, 164 
Praetorian Guard, 64, 70, 149, 150 
Prayers, 14, 32, 34, 39, 39, 43, 44, 60, 82, 
95, 100, 101, 116, 180, 184, 301, 316 
pagan, 65-66, 213 
power and importance of, 46, 80, 87 
supplication in, 142-143, 190, 213 
thanksgiving, 102-103 
See also Lord’s Prayer. 
Predestination, 271, 295, 296 
Preparation for the Gospel (Eusebius of 
Caesarea), 226, 227 
Presbyters, 103-104, 132, 162, 195, 206, 
216, 262 
Priests, 23, 28-30, 35, 59, 60, 71, 89, 107, 
134, 212 
Christian, 177 
pagan, 122, 123, 169, 169, 204, 207, 
245, 282, 300 
vestments of, 123, 226 
Priscilla (follower of Montanus), 166, 167 
Priscilla (follower of Paul), 64, 92 
Pniscillian, Bishop of Avila, 253-254, 253 
Priscillianism, 252, 253-254, 253 
Probus, Roman Emperor, 192-193 
Procopius, 167, 286, 287, 289, 315 
Prodigal Son parable, 31 
Pronouncement story, 31 
Prophecies, 34, 35, 35, 47, 50, 122, 128, 
149, 175, 243 
in dreams, 114, 151-153, 208, 209 
about Jesus, 26, 47, 74, 80, 81, 90, 107, 
129, 132, 140, 164-167 
by Jesus, 79, 91, 127, 129, 168 
of Montanus, 164-167 
Prophets, 15, 17, 26, 27, 47, 79, 80, 86, 
112, 127, 140, 164-165, 168, 314, 
318-320 
false, 96, 129 
itinerant, 105 
pagan, 120, 121 
women as, 106, 166, 167 
Prostitution, 69, 99, 184, 185, 315 
Protestantism, 219, 223, 296, 321 
Protevangelium of James, 134-135, 134 
Proverbs, Book of, 29 
Psalms, 27, 50, 80, 135, 153, 159, 197, 301 
Pseudo-Dionysius, 297 
Ptolemaic dynasty, 156 
Ptolemy (astronomer), 301 
Ptolemy I Soter, King of Egypt, 156 


Pulcheria, Roman Empress, 260 
Punic Wars, 122 
Pythagoras, 102 
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Quadis, 142-143, 272 
Quartodeciman controversy, 147-148 
Quintilius, Roman Emperor, 189-191 
Qumran, 30, 34, 35 
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Rabbis, 81, 104, 107, 152 

Rabbula Gospels, 20 

Ravenna, 9, 58, 274, 278, 288, 292, 311 
Reformation, 321 

Reincarnation, 156 

Relics, 231-232, 234-235, 275 


Roman Army, 21-23, 28, 32, 35, 46, 52, 


60, 64, 71-74, 73, 117, 118, 127, 128, 
240-241, 290, 291-292 

battles of, 142-143, 142, 149, 170, 177, 
177, 189-192, 192, 193, 194, 
207-209, 208, 272-276 

Christians in, 142-143, 164, 171, 204, 
249 

daily life and privileges in, 142, 143, 
149, 150, 191, 278 

financing of, 142, 149, 150, 193 

Germanic barbarians in, 278, 279 

Imperial Guard of, 98, 246, 251, 264 

legions of, 71, 142-143, 170, 300 

military strategies of, 142, 142 

oath of allegiance to, 142, 143 

political power of, 149-150, 189~191, 
193-194, 195 

Praetorian Guard of, 64, 70, 149, 150 

scandal and conspiracy in, 149, 150, 
151, 192-194 

weapons and armor of, 142, 143 


healing and, 265, 279, 304 
of martyrs and saints, 67, 78, 115, 116, 
201, 231-232, 234-235, 262, 265, 


Roman Catholic Church, 184, 219, 223, 
252, 276, 296, 309, 314, 320-321 
Roman Empire, 89 
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of true cross, 184, 235, 286 
veneration of, 234-235, 265, 286 
Religions 
afterlife in, 120, 122, 248-249 


competition and debate among, 59, 59, 


66, 129 
Eastern, 119-123 
ecstasy, 164-167, 165, 168 
emperor worship in, 64, 70, 99, 108, 
113, 119, 123, 154, 169, 171, 201, 
236, 297 
good vs. evil, doctrines of, 129, 199 
light vs. darkness, doctrines of, 27, 35, 
130, 168-169, 199 
mystery, 43, 56, 120~123, 122, 138, 
140, 198 
occult, 59 
salvation doctrines in, 53, 59, 126, 129 
See also Paganism; specific religions. 
Reliquaries, 235 
Repentance, 35, 91, 96, 121-122, 183, 
184—185, 249-250 
Resurrection, 161, 199, 200 
of Jesus, 7, 14, 17, 18, 20, 22-24, 24, 


26, 27, 56, 80, 86, 112, 131, 148, 221, 


239, 255 
Revelations, 112, 181 


Revelation to John, 78, 83, 86-87, 87, 88, 


89, 90-91, 90, 96-97, 98, 108, 109 


barbarian incursions into, 271-279, 
272, 275, 277, 278, 314-316 

church-state relations in, 213, 227, 251, 
252-254, 264-265, 279 

citizenship in, 40, 58, 60, 143, 150 

court system of, 112, 113, 123, 265 

decline and fall of, 148-151, 150, 175, 
176, 182, 243-279, 272, 277, 279, 
292, 293, 311, 313, 313, 315-316, 
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division of, 236 

economy of, 148, 149-150, 150, 176, 
194-195 

land and economic reform in, 100, 
194~195 

last Western emperor deposed in, 243 

laws and political systems of, 7, 28-30, 
32, 48, 52-53, 64, 70-71, 99, 
106-107, 113, 118-119, 123, 
149-151, 194-195, 195, 239, 253, 
289-290 

palace conspiracies and assassinations 
in, 148-149, 149, 150, 154, 171, 189, 
192-194, 233, 236, 246, 273~274, 
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peace and prosperity in, 116~119, 127, 
127, 176, 194-195 

power shift to East in, 211, 233 

religions tolerated by, 108, 113, 141, 
201, 213 
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spread of Christianity throughout, 6, 
79, 97, 98-100, 101, 127, 148, 169, 
195, 197, 212 
state religions of, 119, 143, 169-170, 
169, 201, 212 
status of women in, 104-105, 123 
tetrarchy formed in, 194, 195 
Romans, Paul’s letter to, 19, 60, 64, 67, 
103, 268 
Roman Senate, 70, 98, 100, 118, 122, 123, 
148, 149, 154, 171, 192, 193, 201, 
212, 232, 236, 245-246, 245, 268 
Romanus, 296, 300 
Rome, 14, 30, 38, 50, 51, 73, 211, 236 
architecture and public works of, 68, 
71, 95, 98, 116, 117, 118, 125, 127, 
150, 151, 191, 191, 208, 209, 212, 
229, 230 
as center of Western Church, 254, 261, 
273 
Christian community in, 8, 54, 60-61, 
64, 66-68, 66, 74, 92-93, 92, 100, 
103, 104, 130, 134, 137-138, 
147-148, 153, 161, 171, 195, 233, 
276 
cosmopolitan population of, 66, 92, 116 
educated classes in, 137, 138, 139, 140 
family life in, 66, 92-93, 92, 93, 101, 
163 
founding of, 127, 127, 170 
great fire of, 43, 67-68, 70, 70, 98 
homes in, 50, 66, 71, 101, 163 
1,000th anniversary of, 169-170, 171 
plumbing in, 28, 52 
power shift away from, 211, 227, 261 
public morality in, 99, 272, 300 
rebuilding of, 95, 98 
sack of, 233, 271, 273-274, 277, 292 
social classes in, 50, 66, 92, 92, 106, 
150, 163, 189 
Romulus and Remus, 170 
Romulus Augustulus, Roman Emperor in 
the West, 278 
Round Table, 310, 310 
Rudolph, Kurt, 168 
Rule (Benedict), 301, 316 
Russia, 272, 277, 278, 280 
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Sabbath, 32, 35, 108, 112, 129, 152, 
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Sacrifices 
animal, 28, 35, 57, 65-66, 107, 122, 
169, 198, 204, 282, 287 
pagan, 65-66, 65, 67, 71, 99, 113, 115, 
117, 120, 122, 143, 169, 170, 171, 
176, 217, 227, 239, 244 
Sadducees, 30, 37—38 
St. Andrew's Monastery, 316 
St. Euphemia’s Church, 260 
St. Peter’s Basilica, 67, 215, 230 
Saints, 87, 184, 190, 196 
bones and relics of, 67, 115, 116, 201, 
231-232, 234-235, 262, 265, 304 
canonization of, 184, 316 
images and statues of, 117, 184, 190, 
228, 231, 260, 297 
Salvation, 129, 130, 198, 269, 270 
Christian concepts of, 7-8, 126, 143, 
157, 161, 176, 255 
Samaria, 14, 32, 47, 52 
Samaritans, 32, 47, 69, 80 
Sanhedrin, 17, 23, 28, 30, 32, 37, 38, 39, 
41, 107 
Santa Claus, 190 
Saracens, 262 
Sarcophagi, 92, 142, 203, 228, 231 
Sardis, 96—97 
Satan, 35, 87, 89, 96, 132, 147, 161, 180, 
180, 187, 245 
renunciation of, 51, 116, 146 
struggle of Jesus with, 88, 90, 159, 235 
Saul, King of Israel, 40 
Saul of Tarsus. See Paul. 
Saxons, 277, 285, 305-309, 306, 310 
Sayings of the Desert Fathers (Arsenius), 
182 
Schweitzer, Albert, 56 
Scotland, 119, 149, 303, 305, 309 
Scribes, 34, 34, 77, 161, 195, 267 
Scriptures 
burning of, 200, 204-205, 206, 213, 
226 
copying of, 167, 195 
expansion and abridgment of, 164, 195 
Manichaean, 169 
See also Bible; New Testament; Old 
Testament. 
Scrolls, 34, 81, 90, 244 
Sea of Galilee, 15, 26 
Second Coming, See under Jesus. 
Second Synod of Orange, 295-296 
Secret Book of James, 85 
Self-flagellation, 122, 123 
Seneca, 66, 70 
Septuagint, 30 


Serapeum, 243-245, 243, 250, 256 
Serapis, 95, 121, 154, 156, 169, 243-245, 
243, 244 
Sermon on the Mount, 81, 82, 86 
Serpents, 9, 188 
Seven, the (missionaries), 36, 38 
Severin, 279 
Severus, Alexander, Roman Emperor, 
102, 150-151, 160, 169 
Severus, Lucius Septimius, Roman 
Emperor, 102, 148, 149, 149, 158, 
169 
Shapur I, King of Persia, 177 
Shapur HI, King of Persia, 241 
Shepherds, 35, 135, 136, 153 
Shrines, 50, 67, 101, 102, 196, 198, 
243-245, 243, 244 
Shroud, 20, 22, 22 
Sicily, 189, 311, 316, 317 
Sign of peace, 141 
Sign of the cross, 204, 235, 266 
Silk, 45, 227, 298 
Simeon (cousin of Jesus), 51 
Simeon Stylite, 186 
Simon (brother of Jesus), 14 
Simon (tanner), 44, 48 
Simonians, 69 
Simon Magus, 69, 69, 89 
Simon Peter. See Peter. 
Simon the leper, 26 
Simon the Zealot, 15, 16 
Simony, 69 
Sin, 8, 20, 26, 69, 147, 295-296 
avoidance of, 49, 236 
forgiveness of, 27, 39, 39, 56, 136, 163, 
175, 185, 236 
mortal, 236, 247 
original, 134, 147, 270, 295-296, 295 
punishment for, 19, 205, 247, 270 
repentence of, 35, 91, 96, 121-122, 
183, 184-185, 249-250 
Sinope, 131 
Siricius, Pope, 254 
Sirmium, 222, 227 
Sixtus II, Bishop of Rome, 177 
Slaves, 38, 45, 49, 51, 56, 59, 66, 74, 100, 
116, 128, 139, 142, 169, 194, 274, 
302, 307 
Smyrna, 96, 97, 104, 114, 115, 132, 137, 
148, 153, 164 
Snakes, 48, 62, 120, 122 
Socrates (philosopher), 8 
Socrates Scholasticus, 257 
Sol Invictus, 212, 215 
Solomon, King of Israel, 28, 83 


Sophia, 130 
Sorcery, 253, 312 
Spain, 148, 169, 177, 191, 246, 253, 254, 
262, 274-275, 275, 282, 320 
Spanish Inquisition, 269 
Spices, 22, 22, 29 
Split, 194, 205 
Stags, 159, 159, 282 
Statues 
of emperors, 52, 64, 70, 71, 99, 113, 
117, 195, 211, 212, 213, 235 
fragments of, 213, 243 
Greek, 118 
of pagan gods, 101, 119, 164, 243, 243, 
244, 245 
of saints, 117, 184, 260 
Stephen, 7-8, 38-39, 39, 44, 47, 47 
Stilicho, 273~274 
Stoicism, 56, 59, 59, 99, 119, 120, 126, 
127, 139, 140, 162 
Stoning, 39, 39, 44, 47, 53, 55, 58 
Suetonius, 52, 64, 64, 70, 95, 98-100 
Suicide, 70, 73, 74, 74, 95, 138, 187, 191, 
200 
Sunday, 239 
Swabia, 279 
Sylvester, Bishop of Rome, 219 
Symbol of Union, 258, 259 
Symbols, 170, 213 
Christian, 95, 95, 108, 141, 147, 200, 
201, 202, 203, 209, 209, 212, 212, 
217, 230, 235, 297 
of Jesus, 88, 89, 159, 230, 235 
numbers as, 89, 90 
pagan, 121, 123 
Symmachus, Quintus Aurelius, 67, 245, 
246, 268, 311 
Symmachus the Younger, 311-312 
Synagogues, 30, 33, 37, 45, 50, 71, 81, 
101, 102, 104, 107, 108, 249 
art in, 107, 146, 147 
Christians in, 51, 54, 55, 59, 59 
Diaspora, 30, 33 
womien in, 104, 106 
Synesius, Bishop of Ptolemais, 257 
Synod of Ariminum, 307 
Synods, 148, 171, 175, 176, 197, 236, 
250-251, 253, 270-271, 309 
doctrinal matters decided at, 214, 
216-217, 218, 222, 296 
Synoptic Gospels, 81-82 
Syria, 50, 96, 133, 145, 150, 169, 186, 
191, 218, 224, 231, 261, 286, 294, 320 
Syriac language, 159, 169 
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Tacitus, Cornelius, 67—68, 95, 264 
Tacitus, Roman Emperor, 192 
Tagaste, 267, 269, 271 
Talmud, 152 
Tarsus, 39, 58, 61 
Tatian, 82 
Taurobolium, 122 
Taxation, 15, 16, 16, 28, 95, 126, 149, 
150, 193, 194, 195, 226, 241, 272, 
277, 317 
Temple, Herod’s, 37-39, 39, 47, 52, 71 
building of, 28, 38 
central religious umportance of, 38, 41 
destruction of, 73, 74, 81, 107, 152 


offerings and sacrifices in, 7, 8, 14, 30, 


38, 45, 107, 129, 134 
pilgrimages to, 13, 14, 25, 28, 30, 107 


religious and community life in, 28, 30, 


37-38, 60 


violation and defilement of, 39, 55, 60, 


71, 275, 292 

Temple, Second, 28 

Temple of Artemis, 187 

Temple of Peace, 95 

Temple of Serapis, 154, 243-245, 243 

Temple of Solomon, 28 

Temples, pagan, 65, 99, 118, 119, 121, 
122, 150, 154, 169, 171, 207, 231, 
239, 241, 243-245, 243, 244, 247, 
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Temptation, 180, 180, 183, 200 

Tennyson, Alfred, Lord, 310 

Teresa, Mother, 9 

Tertullian, 67, 84, 116, 132, 143, 145, 
147, 154, 162-163, 163, 164, 166, 
198 

Tetrarchy, 194, 195, 207—208 

Thebes, 78, 185 

Theodahad, 313 

Theodolinda, Queen of the Lombards, 
281, 283 

Theodora, Byzantine Empress, 287-288, 
289, 290-291, 292-294, 313, 315 

Theodore of Mopsuestia, 255, 264 


Theodoric, King of the Ostrogoths, 309— 


313, 313, 314 
Theodoric I, King of the Visigoths, 
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Theodosius J, Roman Emperor, 222, 234, 


244-250, 244, 246, 247, 252, 254, 
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Theodosius II, Roman Emperor in the 
East, 257-260, 258 

Theodotus, 153 

Theognis, Bishop of Nicaea, 224 

Theophilus (patron of Acts of the 
Apostles), 77-78 

Theophilus, Bishop of Alexandria, 243, 
244, 250, 256 

Theotokos, 255, 255, 257, 258 

Thessalonians, Paul’s letters to, 57 

Thessalonica, 49, 57, 227, 247, 249 

Thomas, 14-15, 16-17, 24, 86, 98, 301 

Thrace, 217, 261, 273 

Three Chapters, 294-295 

Thundering Legion, 142-143 

Thurificati, 175 

Thyatira, 96-97 

Tiberius, Roman Emperor, 16, 70, 125 

Tiber River, 66, 92, 150, 169, 208-209 

Timothy, 232 

Paul’s letters to, 57, 84-85, 102, 104, 

106, 131 
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Titus, Roman Empcror, 73-74, 73, 88, 
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Titus, Paul’s letter to, 57, 84-85, 104 
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Tome (Leo I), 259, 260 
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115, 116-117, 117, 119, 175 
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Trier, 253, 264 
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217, 220, 221, 224, 236, 297 
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True Doctrine (Celsus), 138-139 

Trypho, 129, 140 
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Turkey, 39, 51, 58, 66, 96, 102, 113, 115, 
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Twelfth Legion, 71, 142-143 

Twelve Tribes of Israel, 14, 35 
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Ulfilas. See Wulfila. 
Unicoms, 159 
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Valens, Roman Emperor in the East, 
272-273, 272 

Valentine, 190 

Valentinian I, Roman Emperor in the 
West, 272, 272, 273 

Valentinian II, Roman Emperor in the 
West, 246, 247, 264, 272-273, 273 
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Valentinus, 130, 131, 162 
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Vestal Virgins, 99, 244, 245 
Victor I, Bishop of Rome, 148, 166 
Victoria, 245-246, 245 
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245 
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Villas, 94, 118, 123, 124, 125, 163, 173, 
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Virgin Mary. See Mary (mother of Jesus). 
Virgins, 99, 244 
Visigoths, 246, 272-275, 272, 277, 278, 
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Visions, 96, 136, 180 
angels in, 62, 88, 90, 96, 134, 135, 213, 
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apocalyptic, 87-88, 87, 88, 89, 129 
hallucinogenic, 120 
Jesus seen in, 186, 208, 209 
of Paul, 40, 41 
of Peter, 44, 46, 62, 186 
prophetic, 90, 115, 121, 186, 212, 246, 
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of Stephen, 38-39 
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Christian role of, 92, 104-106, 106, 
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as disciples, 14, 20, 22-23, 24, 26, 80, 
104 
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monastic life of, 180, 183-185, 248, 
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status of, 104-105, 123, 250, 256-257, 
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Zealots, 15, 16, 30, 71, 74, 128 
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